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ABSTRACT
This dissertation argues that rhetorical strategies of contemporary evangelical purity
movements create and perpetrate systems of sexual violence, heterosexist ideologies, and
reproductive violence in the US. Purity culture is a term that references a recently public
movement to declare one’s dedication to sexual abstinence before marriage. In 1994, over
210,00 young adults participated in a nationally broadcasted True Love Waits purity rally
hosted on the Washington Mall, where they signed purity pledges in front of national
news organizations. Altared Bodies: Evangelical Purity Rhetorics in the Age of Sexual
Politics maps the shifting popularity of purity culture in public political discourse through
three distinct genres: purity self-help texts, purity rallies like True Love Waits, and purity
covenants and pledges. My archival research on purity rhetoric explores how the
rhetorical reframing of purity and abstinence shape political and cultural values in both
secular and religious contexts, specifically illustrating how evangelical purity culture
informs public policies regarding bodily autonomy. Rooted in corporeal feminist theory,
religious history, and queer theory, the broader scope of my research examines the effects
of evangelical purity rhetorics at the intersections of race, gender, class, and sexuality.
Taking a rhetorical feminist approach to the project, I interrogate the methods used by
evangelical purity rhetorics that shape political discourses concerning reproductive rights,
the “ex-gay” movement, and rape culture.
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INTRODUCTION
UNALTERED: CONTEMPORARY PURITY
When I began this project, my understanding of purity culture was shaped by my
personal experiences from childhood. I did not realize at the time that my experiences
reading books like Authentic Beauty by Leslie Ludy or Lady in Waiting by Jackie Kendall
as a young adult were connected to a much larger network of abstinence movements that
peaked in the 1990s and early 2000s. Of course, I knew that hundreds of other women
were affected by the same purity literature books I read, some of whom have recently
published memoirs on recovering from the spiritual and emotional harm of purity culture
(Klein; Finch; Allison), but I quickly learned that the network of purity rhetorics in the
US has a vast roots system that extends into myriad discourses on bodily life and power.
Throughout my undergraduate studies and my MA program, I was incredibly curious
about language in a large sense: how does language shape our social worlds? In what
ways does language construct political realities that affect bodies? Whose bodies? These
questions eventually narrowed into an exploration of religious discourse and sexual
violence, which then, in turn, shifted toward the specific realm of purity rhetoric and
evangelicalism. The more I talked about my research on purity rhetorics with people, the
more I learned about the implications and effects of the chastity and abstinence cultures
that hundreds of thousands of people experienced in their adolescent years. The work of
my dissertation developed from the insights I gathered from women’s experiences inside
of and after purity culture.
Two of the largest purity movements, True Love Waits and Silver Ring Thing,
have been in operation for close to thirty years and have garnered large numbers of
pledges from young adults in the US to abstain from sex before marriage. In 1996, purity
1

pledgers stacked 340,000 signed pledges in the Atlanta Dome as a demonstration
advocating for the cause of sexual purity. Communication scholar, Christine Gardner
writes that these organization were largely developed to promote abstinence only
education in the US, and while the debate raged about abstinence only education in
public school systems, evangelicals created private organizations to promote sexual
abstinence (13). For evangelicals, sexual purity is about much more than abstaining from
sex—it carries moral and political implications concerned with anti-abortion narratives
and homosexuality. While these organizations were created as a private counter-public
solution for abstinence only education, they quickly grew in numbers, shifting the
concerns of purity from a private, personal choice to a public, social declaration. One of
the most effective methods for promoting the sexual abstinence campaigns is,
paradoxically, by using sex to sell the ideas of chastity. Gardner explains: “Evangelicals
are using sex to ‘sell’ abstinence, shifting from a negative focus on ‘just say no’ to sex
before marriage to a positive focus on ‘just say yes’ to great sex after marriage. Sex—
along with marriage—is presented as the reward for abstinence” (20). The shifting
concerns of sexual abstinence in evangelical discourse brought concerns of sexual
morality into the foreground of political issues concerning reproduction, homosexuality,
and rape culture in the US.

Methodology: Corporeal and Rhetorical Feminist Approaches
Current feminist rhetorical scholarship, specifically the work of Roxanne Mountford,
Carol Mattingly, and Charlotte Hogg, calls for the inclusion of conservative women’s
rhetorics as essential to understanding the myriad methods available to women
advocating for bodily autonomy. While these scholars are analyzing specific movements,
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such as the women’s temperance movement and the suffrage movement, my research
explores the underlying logics of the sexual purity campaigns that offered white women
the promise of bodily autonomy, demonstrating how these ultimately denied women of
color and queer women the same rights to both sexual autonomy and reproductive health.
Similarly, these same sexual rhetorics used to promote the image of the white chaste
woman, are utilized to deny queer people sexual autonomy, often deploying the exact
biblical references in both instances. Here, my work with feminist rhetorical theory joins
queer theorizations of sexuality to demonstrate how the sexual politics of evangelical
culture propagate a patriarchal control of identity that extends into secular contexts.
Using a rhetorical and corporeal feminist methodology, my research explores
purity culture across the contexts of reproduction, sexuality, and violence. My primary
methodological approach has been though creating and analyzing archival material on
purity at these intersections. Feminist rhetorical scholarship offers a unique and important
frame for conducting archival work on topics centered on women’s everyday
experiences. In the past several decades, the ever-expanding field of feminist rhetorics
has issued initiatives to recuperate and recover women’s narratives and to understand the
sociopolitical concerns at stake in women’s everyday experiences. Jaqueline Jones
Royster and Gesa Kirsch note the following: “Since the 1980s, feminist scholarship has
been coalescing to form a coherent body of research and practice. With this growing
collectivity, we are now well positioned to compose an intelligible narrative of
transfeminist work in rhetorical history, theory, criticism, and pedagogy” (645). Michelle
Smith picks up this thread on expansion in feminist topics in her recent article addressing
feminist historiography, writing: “This expansion involves not only recovering or
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recuperating forgotten, marginalized, or oppressed figures and traditions but also
grappling with everyday, ordinary rhetorical actors, scenes, and effects” (326).
A recent critical shift in feminist historiography asks our scholarship to move
from exploring women’s rhetorics as a monolith to considering gendered spaces and
rhetorics as a broader social concern. Sarah Hallenbeck calls attention to the heavy focus
on women’s rhetorics in rhetorical scholarship, stating: “Because of this limitation in our
thinking, we have failed to capture the broadest possible range of rhetorical practices,
including the embodied and material rhetorics emerging both from individual women and
men and from the larger systems of power in which they are enmeshed” (12). Topics
concerning gender and religious space especially call for an analysis of gendered
rhetorics alongside examinations of women’s experiences in these spaces. My archival
research takes up this call through exploring how gender and sexuality are rhetorically
and corporeally centered in evangelical concerns about bodies and sex. Archival work is
sticky, uncertain, and at times even tumultuous. Archives are liminal and shifting sites of
exploration, offering rich and imaginative space for uncovering, recovering, and patching
together gendered histories that have not received as much attention on scholarly space.
Following very liminal patterns, my archives for this project take three unique forms: 1)
an archive of purity culture materials consisting of purity self-help guidebooks, purity
rallies, and pledges of abstinence; 2) a collection of articles on homosexuality from the
Southern Baptist Press archives; and 3) materials I collected from Crisis Pregnancy
Centers in the state of South Carolina.
My archival sites are individually distinct and radically different from one
another, speaking to unique concerns of gender, sexuality, and religion. My analysis of
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these sites does not offer definitive solutions to issues of gendered violence and
heterosexism; instead of offering answers, these archival projects pose questions and
provide in-depth insight to the embodied experiences concerning gender and sexuality
within evangelical space. In Rhetorical Feminism and this Thing Called Hope, Cheryl
Glenn explains that rhetorical feminism is a tactic, a practice, that is designed to be
responsive and fluid rather than definitive and solid. Glenn writes: “Anchored in hope,
rhetorical feminism offers ways to disidentify with hegemonic rhetoric, with the
dominant rhetorical histories, theories, and practices articulated in Western Culture” (4).
Through my analysis of these spaces, I work toward questioning ideologies of religion
and gender that intersect in the Western sociopolitical sphere. My aim is for this work to
be generative rather than definitive, and I hope that this encourages future feminist
projects to explore the intersections of sexuality and religion in imaginative and critical
ways.

Contemporary Purity Culture: Rhetorics of Choice and Activism
In my opening chapter I establish an archive of purity culture that contains “self-help”
literature, purity events, such as True Love Waits rallies, and purity pledges. This archive
is a sample of materials circulated within evangelical purity organizations, and my hope
is that it provides a glimpse into the materiality of the contemporary US purity
movement. This archive is established largely through materials that I collected from my
childhood—books I read as a child, pledges I made at youth group events, and covenants
that were drawn up by my father for his daughters. These materials are sticky for me and,
I imagine, for countless women across discourses. When I use the term sticky, I mean to
imply that these texts are charged with emotional currents that pulse through intimate
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memories connected to my body. They stick, or cling, to my life with undiluted pain. But
these texts are not merely personal mementos of a time form my past: they are prominent
examples of the messages circulating in purity culture that dictated the sexual politics for
evangelical women. When purity culture rose to popularity in the early 2000s, it was
accessible to a much wider audience, and frankly it became incredibly palatable as it
moved away from fundamentalist circles to mainstream Evangelicalism. i
In its popularized form, purity rhetorics frame abstinence before marriage as a
gateway to having intense sexual intimacy with one’s spouse. Sex is rhetorically framed
as God’s gift and blessing, and those who perform righteousness by abstaining from
sexual intimacy before marriage are promised increased pleasure after marriage. In one
very popular purity book, Every Young Woman’s Battle: Discovering God’s Plan for
Sexual and Emotional Fulfillment, Shannon Ethridge encourages her young female
readers to abstain from exploring their sexuality before marriage (i.e., through
masturbation) because if she learns what she enjoys she might not be as pleased in her
marital relations with her husband. I would be curious to interview married couples who
followed this logic to learn if this is actually the case, but that is a project for another
time. In this tiny sample, we can already see immediate inscriptions of compulsory
heterosexuality (the assumption that every woman will marry a man) and male
dominance (men’s sexual pleasure is significantly more important than his female
partner’s). Along with these inscriptions of heterosexuality are pervasive ideologies of
whiteness, specifically the ways in which purity culture positions white women’s
morality as central to the larger social and cultural moral values. In Chapter 4, I address
the ways in which Western Christianity is linked to reproductive and sexual politics that
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encourage “population control” through eugenics and large numbers of forced
sterilizations performed on women of color in the US. Many of the sexual and
reproductive political themes sit as undercurrents to the purity culture books that
encourage young (white, straight) women to abstain from sex as teenagers with the
ultimate goal of future marriage and children.
Every Young Woman’s Battle (and its companion, Every Young Man’s Battle) are
joined by other bestsellers like John Eldredge’s Wild at Heart and John and Staci and
John Eldredge’s co-authored Captivating: Unveiling the Hidden Mysteries of a Woman’s
Heart, which made the New York Times bestseller’s list in 2014. These texts are some of
the most popular purity culture books, but even these texts were not necessarily essential
to the chastity movement that led to millions of young adults pledging to remain abstinent
until marriage. I have found it useful to explain purity culture to those unfamiliar with its
logics as a positioning of oneself on what I call a “scale of surrender.” Surrendering to
God’s will is an important and easily recognizable trope for most forms of Christianity in
the US, as it is a concept understood as the action of listening to God’s commands and
submitting one’s will and actions to a higher, more godly purpose. Surrendering to God
means abandoning one’s bodily drives as well as repressing any desire that might not
align with God’s commands. ii The surrender scale, as I call it, ranges from a general
sense of piety, such as attending church services, to a total annihilation of the self at the
“I surrender all” stage (a lyric from a popular hymn). Within purity culture, movements
like True Love Waits and Silver Ring Thing are at a level three or four on the surrender
scale—they require one to acknowledge that God’s will for their life is more important
than their will, and that God’s will demands the practice of sexual purity. But as we dive
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deeper into purity culture, the understanding of sexual purity becomes increasingly
complex. At the “I surrender all” stage, we have texts from authors like Leslie Ludy
which tell young women that if they dress immodestly or flirt with a man, they are
inviting men to treat them like sexual objects and cannot blame men for acting out their
sexual aggressions.iii
Many scholars have analyzed the popularized versions of purity culture through
looking at authors like Joshua Harrisiv and movements like True Love Waits (Ehrlich,
2006; Gardner, 2011; Williams, 2011). Gardner’s text, Making Chastity Sexy, performs
an extensive ethnographic study on the True Love Waits movement, covering the themes
of abstinence only education, teen pregnancy, and the rhetorical reframing of purity as an
act full of agency. Sara Moslener and Amy DeRogatis both explore the larger trends of
moralism in the US and the ways in which sexuality became tied to nationalism and US
political values. These contributions show that there are still significant connections to be
made between purity rhetorics, sexual violence, reproductive politics, and the rise of the
Religious Right in the US. My work contends with purity culture as integral to the
structuring of sexual politics in the late 20th and early 21st century. In exploring the
rhetorical and ideological components of purity culture, my research offers insight to the
ways in which purity creates and sustains historical traditions of patriarchy and
heteronormativity. It is my hope that my work contributes to an on-going interrogation of
harmful religious structures that have shaped political and cultural values in the US.
Throughout the dissertation, I explore terminologies of purity at three distinct, yet
interconnected social sites: the “ex-gay” movement, reproductive politics, and sexual
violence against women.
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My research draws on theories of corporeal feminism, philosophy, and rhetorical
criticism, situating the dynamics of purity rhetorics in scholarship focused on theorizing
the body. At stake in this project is the vulnerability of bodies in the face of religious
concepts regarding sexuality and violence and the ways in which these concepts bleed
into political and social understandings of vulnerable bodies. My work on purity rhetorics
explores the myriad ways that religious spaces inform secular understandings of bodies.
One primary goal of my research is to illustrate how purity rhetorics enable and circulate
a politic of heterosexism, racism, and sexual violence through relying on dualistic notions
that situate physical bodies as inferior to reason and spirituality. Western Christianity has
done much to elevate the spirit/mind/reason to a position of prominence both at odds with
the “flesh” and in moral superiority to the flesh. Women, people of color, and LGBTQ+
folk face extreme discrimination under the rhetorical positioning of the body as inferior
to and even at odds with reason. I examine how these problems play out in specific forms
of violence connected to homophobia, sexism, racism, and heterosexism. It is paramount
to notice that the construction of the body as a material object that must be brought under
the power of the mind is largely informed by religious rhetorics, but that religious
rhetorics are not confined to sacred spaces—they undergird our social, cultural, and
political interactions.
Altared Bodies contributes to current discussions in feminist rhetorical theory by
showing how conservative narratives on purity intersect with reproductive justice and the
violence enacted on “othered” bodies. In making this argument, I demonstrate the
pervasive nature of purity logics in secular understandings and legal oppressions of
women’s bodies, particularly women of color. For example, in Chapter 2 I specifically
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examine purity logics in secular settings through theorizing how Christian ideology is
embedded in the hegemonic structure of Western logics. While queer theorists offer
quintessential knowledge of the sexual oppression and violence against non-straight
bodies, and material feminist scholarship compels us to engage deeply with the lived
experiences of women, this project shows how religious rhetorics can contribute to and
animate both queer scholarship and feminist theory. Through exploring how evangelical
rhetorics endorse violence committed against a range of marginalized bodies, Altared
Bodies contributes a unique frame to current feminist and queer scholarship on sexual
and reproductive violence.
The future of purity culture is uncertain as it has come under severe criticism from
both conservative and progressive parties. Many of the larger organizations have died
over the last decade as prominent Christian figures like Joshua Harris and Alan Chambers
have renounced Evangelicalism and apologized for the harm their influence has inflicted
on communities over time. However, both True Love Waits and Silver Ring Thing have
rebranded themselves as The Love Project and Unaltered, respectively, moving away
from their recognizable affiliations with purity culture toward a broader iteration of
evangelical doctrine. Unaltered states on their website that their mission has been
repurposed to help people fulfill their natural, God-given identities:
Our mission is simple... helping people experience fullness of life. We
believe conforming to God’s unaltered, unchanging design leads to human
flourishing. Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my
disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free”
(John 8:31-32). No matter your story or circumstance, you can experience
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abundant life by walking with God through the power of the Gospel.
(Mission Statement, unaltered.org)
The rhetorical notion of being “unaltered” echoes much of the initial purpose of purity
culture doctrine, indeed, it reiterates biological essentialism in positioning a natural,
unadulterated (pure) state of physicality. The organization explains the rebranding as
such: “the vision of the ministry expanded from a platform of purity and abstinence until
marriage to leading students to fullness in ALL aspects of life” (“History,”
unaltered.org). Purity and abstinence are still foundational concepts, but the ministry now
aims to build on the notion of sexual chastity, utilizing an already expansive audience to
promote and circulate its teachings. Purity rhetorics have shifted significantly from their
grassroots organizations, but the questions concerning the rhetorical effects of purity
culture remain on the table for close examination. Scholars and activists must continue to
interrogate the myriad forms of violence carried out by these religious structures, and I
believe this work will increase as purity rhetorics bleed out and into larger social and
cultural spheres.

Overview of Chapters
Each chapter explores politics of sexuality, reproduction, and violence by asking how
purity culture and “traditional family values” inform these specific cultural ideologies.
Chapter 1 offers a comprehensive overview of purity culture, working through the
historical patterns and rhetorical shifts of the US purity movement. In this chapter, I
establish an archive of purity texts, pledges, and events to establish the depth and breadth
of the purity movement. In Chapter 2, I move outward to examine religious discourse and
the ways in which Western Christianity structures American politics. In this chapter, I
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argue that religious discourse interanimates secular conceptualizations of bodies and
sexuality through established terminologies of ritual and sacrifice. In Chapter 3, I turn to
explore the ex-gay movement and the ways in which purity culture establishes
compulsory heterosexuality as a godly and virtuous expression of individual sexuality.
Following this, Chapter 4 moves into reproductive politics where I contend that Crisis
Pregnancy Centers, which are federally funded religious organizations, rely on purity
culture’s ideological construction of family values in efforts to promote pro-life political
interests. Chapter 5 contends with biblical rape narratives and the ways in which these
have both pathologized and normalized sexual violence in our cultural imaginary.
Finally, in Chapter 6, I turn to theories of trauma, both individual and collective trauma,
to illustrate how the effects of purity rhetorics’ reinforcement of rape culture contribute to
the traumatic endemic of sexual violence.

i

See Christine Gardner Making Chastity Sexy.
These commands are the most important articulation of one’s faith as they are connected to one’s
understanding of the bible as well as one’s willingness to follow the bible thoroughly.
iii
See The Lost Art of True Beauty.
iv
Harris authored the bestselling book, I Kissed Dating Goodbye, which he has recently recanted and
stopped publishing.
ii
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CHAPTER 1
ALTARED SEX: BODILY LIFE AND THE PUBLIC GRIPS OF PURITY CULTURE
“What I am trying to conjure here is some "sense" that
word and flesh are utterly implicated, not because "flesh"
is actually a word that mediates the fact of what is being
referred to, but because the entity of a word, the identity of
a sign, the system of language, and the domain of culture—
none of these are autonomously enclosed upon themselves.
Rather they are all emergent within a force field of
differentiations that has no exteriority in any final sense.”
–Vicky Kirby, Telling Flesh
“The body—its presence, its weight—is both an
unignorable entity and routinely taken for granted”
– Sinead Gleason, Constellations
In 1984, Elizabeth Elliot released a book titled Passion and Purity, a memoir on
her courtship and marriage to the famous missionary Jim Elliot. The account of their
relationship works through the early years of their relationship with great emphasis on the
idea that Christian couples should not engage in sexual intimacy until they are married.
Elliot recounts a pivotal moment in the couple’s relationship when they both reveal how
they feel and discuss what to do about their relationship in light of Jim’s missionary
career taking him overseas. In this moment, Jim tells Elizabeth, “’So I put you on the
altar’” (59). This is a reference to the Old Testament story of Abraham offering his only
son Isaac to be sacrificed for the higher purpose of being obedient and submissive to
God’s will. Essentially, Jim’s metaphorical “altaring” of Elizabeth simply refers to his
decision to remain sexually and emotionally pure until they are married. They both
decide to sacrifice their bodily desire for intimacy in order to follow God’s will, which
Jim interprets as a distinct calling to be single and work as a missionary.
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Fast forward ten years from the release of her book to a scene in front on the
National Mall, where over 210,000 teenagers and young adults have gathered to publicly
declare a vow of chastity until marriage. True Love Waits is one of the most visible
forms of contemporary purity culture, and it is well-known for the rallies and events
hosted across the United States. At a typical gathering, one could expect to have live
music, games, testimonies from those who have committed to purity, and a message from
a speaker. These events often feature prominent artists, pastors, and authors such as
Rebecca Saint James who is a well-known evangelical singer-songwriter as well as a
spokesperson for the purity movements. From start to finish, True Love Waits rallies are
pulsing with excitement and energy as hundreds of teenagers eagerly pledge themselves
to leading sexually pure lives. Stemming from the same root as Elliot’s text on purity, the
concept of personal purity and sexual abstinence has shifted inside True Love Waits and
similar events to represent the sacrifice of sexual intimacy as an active surrendering of
the self to God’s divine plan with the promise of amazing sex after marriage. Inscribed on
the most recent True Love Waits purity pledge is the promise to present oneself as a
living sacrifice to God, holy and pleasing in his sight. A commonly used Christian trope,
purity culture employs the notion of self-sacrifice as integral to sexual purity and
salvation.
The sacrifice that Jim and Elizabeth Elliot made to not be intimate in any physical
or emotional way is a hallmark of purity culture’s stance toward bodily desire, sexual
intimacy, and marriage. The gendered dynamics of this sexual sacrifice offer a most
compelling investigation of the structures that uphold a domination and submission
binary between men and women within evangelical purity culture, and it is why I begin
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with Jim and Elizabeth Elliot’s story of the metaphorical altar. Unlike the trends of
contemporary purity culture, in Elliot’s text we see the masculine authority and feminine
submission that are highly lauded within evangelical practice as a whole. The
contemporary purity culture self-help texts explicitly uphold the model of men as
dominant warriors and women as passive helpers. Elliot’s book is frequently referenced
throughout purity culture literature, with this example of the couple’s sacrifice of
intimacy positioned as the gold standard of obedience to God and fulfillment of the
scriptures. Even though the contemporary forms of purity culture are seemingly far
removed from Elliot’s text, it is important to note, as historian Amy DeRogatis reminds
us, that purity culture advocates continue to view “the sexual body [as] a site of spiritual
battle” (72). Across genres and throughout the shifting rhetorical ecologies of purity, the
main site of contestation remains the sexual body, and the battle over the sexual body is
coded very differently for women (as submission and control) than it is for men (as
protector and conqueror).
The social imaginary of early forms of purity culture, namely the circulation of
theological texts about sexual morality among women, centers itself on specific
counterpublic that provides women with an alternative route to happiness—that is,
through chastity. The distinctive functions of both a public and a counterpublic are core
to understanding the shifting rhetorical sway from enclave to popularity for contemporary
purity culture movements. Social theorist Michael Warner writes that both publics and
counterpublics are built on a foundation of ideological and discursive elements. He
argues that both dominant public discourses and marginal counterpublics rely on an
ideological understanding of “active belonging” that hides the deeper reality of human
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powerlessness in a capitalist society. Warner explains that one main difference between
the two is that “a counterpublic maintains at some level, conscious or not, an awareness
of its subordinate status. The cultural horizon against which it marks itself off is not just a
general or wider public, but a dominant one” (86). I argue that the early authors and
advocates of purity culture, such as Elizabeth Elliot, create a specific counterpublic by
positioning the choice to pursue chastity and submission to male authority as a
subordinate status to dominant norms (i.e., feminism and sexual liberation). Evangelical
purity author Jackie Kendall goes so far as to say that these counter-cultural decisions
will often be coupled by persecution from the mainstream dominant public against
women choosing purity (22).
In spite of the resistance to mainstream feminism, the counterpublic of early
purity culture is a unique site of women’s rhetorics. As Charlotte Hogg and Sheri
Stenberg point out in Persuasive Acts: Women’s Rhetorics in the Twenty-First Century,
“It is critical to note that feminism and women’s rhetorics are not synonymous or
monolithic” and “that feminists do not solely represent women’s rhetorics” (13). Early
purity culture was a space for women to unite and express their right to choose; it was
unique for its call for empowerment through chastity. While it does oppose feminism
(especially first and second wave feminism), the purity texts gave women within
evangelicalism both the power of individual choice and a community of women who
supported one another’s right to choose. The power of their rhetorical counterpublic
offered women a space to discuss their sexuality, share their testimonies, and embrace
one another as individuals. The shift to a more public, progressive, and “sexy” form of
chastity, as seen in the purity movements now, grew from the power of these women’s
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persuasive rhetorical acts. Even though the ideology of purity culture is deeply
problematic and tied to control, it is important to note and credit the powerful influence
of these women’s rhetorical counterpublic.
Contemporary purity culture operates as an organization and movement separate
from denominational evangelical practice. Nonetheless, the main doctrine of purity
culture—i.e., that Christians live sexually pure, celibate lives leading to marriage—is also
a major teaching of current evangelical practice. For instance, one of the primary
underlying beliefs in evangelicalism is that the flesh (the body) is always going to tempt a
person to sin, but one must rise above these desires by following the spirit. This goes
back beyond even Decarte’s dualism, to Plato’s allegory of the chariot in Phaedrus. In
this story, Socrates explains to young Phaedrus that mortals, are given two horses, one
obedient and good, the other unruly and wicked (119). In order to achieve transcendence
or immortality (that is, to make one’s way into heaven), the human guiding the horses
must master the unruly horse, the horse that is driven by eros, the horse that represents
the desires of bodily life. Philosopher Elizabeth Belfiore writes: “According to Socrates,
they can become winged once more and return to the rites of the gods if their charioteers
succeed in the difficult task of controlling their ill-matched teams while the soul is under
the influence of erotic madness” (185). These ideas are taken up in contemporary
evangelical teachings and reproduced as a command from God for all believers to master
their flesh in order to be made holy and righteous in his sight. For example, prominent
evangelical author and pastor Mark Driscoll delivered a sermon in July 2019 titled “The
Flesh vs. The Spirit” in which he asks his congregation if they are being controlled by
their flesh and giving into Satan’s temptations toward lust. Driscoll encourages his
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audience to rise above sexual lust by ignoring their bodies desires and dwelling with the
spirt of God instead. While the lust of the flesh remains somewhat ambiguous, the
teaching against the flesh is a fairly common teaching within all evangelical
denominations. So, even though the purity movement appears to be ideologically distinct
and somewhat contained, it remains rhetorically supported by Western Christianity writ
large.
Initially, purity culture does not noticeably present as an “exciting” space for
young adults to make connections and socialize. In fact, when looking at the example
from Elizabeth Elliot’s book Passion and Purity, chastity looks decidedly creepy when
played out in relationships. Yet, in 1994 (ten years after Elliot’s book), 210,000 youth
signed pledges of chastity to be publicly displayed on the National Mall. During the late
1990s and early 2000s, the notion of sexual purity was rhetorically reconstructed to elicit
widespread public engagement from both religious and secular contexts. This rhetorical
shift came at a time in the US when abstinence-only education in public schools was
being loudly critiqued by the left. In part, the True Love Waits organization served as a
way for the conservative right to garner federal funding for abstinence only education
without necessitating an overhaul of the public school system. And it was wildly
successful. The shift that takes place in purity popularity occurs across three distinct
genres of purity culture: major movements such as True Love Waits and Silver Ring
Thing, purity self-guidance books, and purity covenants. These genres produced immense
amounts of privatized materials supporting abstinence until marriage, and they thrived
under the guise of being counter-cultural, meaning purity culture was situated as a way of
expressing one’s faith in the midst of a “sex-saturated” culture. In reality, these purity

18

genres were very much a part of mainstream cultural entanglements about sexuality, all
the while posing as a method of opting-out of secular culture. All three genres contain
unique elements that work together to form an ideology of purity that remains separate
from the “mainstream culture” while also gaining and maintaining a position of
prominence as separate from other evangelical denominations. Put simply, purity culture
exists in a public space that is neither fully evangelical nor fully secular. In this chapter, I
look primarily at the development of the purity movements and what the genres of purity
self-guidance books, movements, and pledges contribute to the rhetorical sanction of
popular purity. The aim of this study is to understand how sexual purity and its public
operations inform cultural ideologies of gender, sexuality, and the insidious forms of
submission that shape gendered spaces.

Religious Rhetorical Space
The rhetorical space of purity culture remains largely unexamined in the field of rhetoric,
even though gender and space within religious sites has been taken up by such scholars as
Roxanne Mountford, Patricia Bizzell, Vicki Collins, and Charlotte Hogg. Connecting the
work of these scholars with the studies conducted on purity culture from religious
historians, I bring together a unique conversation on evangelical practice and history,
gendered space, and purity literature. Mountford notes in The Gendered Pulpit that
religion, as a whole, has historically been a significant site of discipline for women’s
bodies. The studies in evangelical purity culture provide a specific entrance into
exploring the connection between religion and control of women’s sexuality and bodily
life. Mapping these contours of purity culture requires a close look at the scholarship
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surrounding the discourse of purity literature and its ties to feminism, fundamentalist
roots, and current evangelical beliefs.
Paramount to this discussion is the understanding that the concept and practice of
purity implies infinitely more than simply avoiding sexual intercourse until marriage.
DeRogatis explains that purity culture has a wide range of systems and beliefs that
sustain the idea of godly marriage, healthy relationships, and intimate connections as
predicated on maintaining emotional and physical purity before marriage. Abstinence is
one avenue to achieving this, but many purity authors stress the significance of
developing an intimate relationship with Jesus as foundational to the health of a
relationship that is pure in the future. DeRogatis emphasizes that the onus of maintaining
sexual purity is placed on women since, according to evangelical teachings, men are
more biologically inclined to engage in sexual acts, meaning that women are required to
protect the moral integrity of young men by dressing modestly and not flirting or
engaging in intimate behavior with men outside marriage or courtship. She writes,
“Young men must also strive to maintain purity. It is assumed, however, that because of
their hormones and their nature, young men are easily led astray by young women. An
immodest young woman can be a danger to herself and to a young man’s virtue. Young
women, therefore, are responsible for their own purity and for helping young men remain
pure” (28). I will later look at specific passages in purity literature to exemplify this
trend, noting that most of this relies on biblical ideologies that claim women were created
by God as inferior subjects made for male consumption.
The notion of women as inferior to men relies entirely on the rhetorical impact of
biblical interpretations of the body. DeRogatis explains that inside these rhetorical binds
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of the evangelical interpretations of scripture, the role of the woman is to bear children
and to serve her husband. The role of the excellent wife is that of submission to her
husband in all cases. DeRogatis illustrates this by turning to the prominent Calvinist
preacher, John Piper, who advocates for women to submit to their husbands even up to
the point of physical abuse, explaining that women should be able to receive verbal abuse
as well as “being smacked occasionally.” Piper suggests that in these cases, the woman
goes to church leaders the following day, but she must still submit to her husband in any
given situation, regardless of how he treats her. DeRogatis and other scholars, like Marie
Griffith and Christine Gardner point out that in these constructions of bodies and gender
signification, women are “helpmeets” (not autonomous humans) created by God for the
use of men. Even the word helpmeet gives us an interesting evangelical term—it is the
combination of “helper” and “mate,” but the term mate has been turned into meet for the
purpose of emphasizing the notion that wives are meant to meet their husbands wide
range of needs—both sexual and otherwise.
The gendered notions of bodies also pivot, again, around the understanding that
the body is weak, unruly, and full of sin. DeRogatis points out that within the broader
genre of evangelical sex literature, the body is often categorized and defined as a site of
spiritual warfare and, in that frame, sex is the devil’s preferred tool to destroy lives.
Sexually Transmitted Diseases (STDs,)i, abortion, homosexuality, and any other kind of
“deviance” from heterosexual, marital sex is considered to be not only antithetical to
God’s plan for humanity, but part of a spiritual battle that Christians must face.
Homosexuality and STDs are cast as dark, demonic forces that vie for souls via the site of
the sexual body. While this connects to other teachings within evangelical culture, there
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is still the question about how women’s bodies, specifically, continue to be inscribed as
deviant, and indeed the fulcrum of sexual lust, temptation, and ultimate condemnation for
men. Part of this construction is due to evangelicalism’s early ties to the fundamentalist
movement and gender stereotypes that directly oppose and actively work against the
sexual liberation of the feminist movement.
A brief overview of Fundamentalism’s roots is critical to understanding the ways
in which Evangelicalism continues to subjugate women’s bodies and sexuality as inferior
to masculinity. Women’s bodies remain rhetorically constituted as the real site of
spiritual struggle for salvation, in part, because current evangelical culture, stemming
from early fundamentalist beliefs, situates itself in opposition to feminist practice.
Religious scholar, Margaret Bendroth explains that the fundamentalist movement in the
1950s implemented a notion of “separatism,” meaning that it was critical for the religious
group to set themselves apart from the world by opposing secular modes of thinking,
such as, feminism. Separatism relies strongly on the Bible passage that commands
followers to remain “in the world but not of the world” with an explicit imperative to “not
love the world or anything in the world” for fear that the love of God is incompatible
with loving the world (1 John 2 NIV). Bendroth explains that this kind of separatism
embedded a deep antipathy for feminism as a secular world view in fundamentalist
doctrine.
Purity culture reached its apex through utilizing a rhetorical frame that situates
chastity as counter-cultural, individualistic, and empowering. Communication scholar
Christine Gardener directly connects the concepts of separatism to purity movements by
explaining that feminism is positioned within the purity movements as a secular threat
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designed to destroy the roles God has designed for both women and men. Gardner writes,
“American evangelicals are thriving because they see themselves as embattled. They
define themselves oppositionally: to be an evangelical (part of the in-group) is not to be
part of the secular society” (24). Gardner explains that the purity movement, specifically
True Love Waits, developed in large part around political issues concerning abstinence
only education in public schools (11). In the 1990s, evangelical movements were actively
attempting to enforce policies requiring abstinence only education, but these battles were
strongly countered by non-religious groups. Ultimately, True Love Waits came to fruition
as a private, non-profit organization that promoted and taught abstinence only practices
by reframing sexual purity as an active, godly choice. By separating themselves from
“mainstream culture,” purity advocates were then able to avoid the backlash from liberal
and progressive parties who were vehemently against abstinence only education in public
schools.
Within the logics of separatism, feminism is seen as a set of lies meant to lure
women away from God’s best plan for their life—that is, to be submissive wives.
Gardner writes, “Feminism, not patriarchy, is represented as the true oppressor; thus,
what may appear to be a re-inscription of traditional gender roles is understood as a
powerful act of agential liberation from a repressive regime of liberalism” (86). Adding
another layer to the texture of its opposition, evangelical purity literature creates an active
role for women to act counter-culturally by defying what is seen as a popular, worldly
trend to engage in casual sex. DeRogatis explicates this notion further, writing,
“Evangelical purity literature provides young born-again women an important role to
play in God’s plan for humanity. Rather than being disempowered pawns in a patriarchal
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exchange of sexual property among men, as outsiders might believe, they are taught that
they are empowered by their countercultural choice” (41). So, within the realm of
evangelicalism, women choosing to follow the guidelines for purity, as they are laid out
in the purity self-help books, constructs a unique form of active, empowered resistance to
“mainstream culture.”
Taking up the work of these scholars, I now move to closely examine the genres
of purity culture with the aim of mapping the lived experiences of women within these
spaces. As Gardner, Bendroth, and DeRogatis suggest, these primary sources reveal the
ways in which sexuality, specifically women’s sexuality, are deeply connected to
salvation and Christian practice in general. In looking at the primary sources of purity
culture’s genres, I explore the themes that emerge within each unique genre as connected
to the material and ideological pieces that structure the spaces of sexuality for women
within evangelical practice.

The Purity Archive
The shifting popularity of purity culture can be mapped in public memory through three
distinct genres: purity self-help texts, large purity rallies, and purity covenants and
pledges. For this archive, I’ve selected texts published within the last three decades (1990
– 2020) that have proven to be successful sellers and are still widely read, studied, and
circulated. In addition to the texts, studies of the “True Love Waits” purity rallies build
an archive of purity materials to trace the rhetorical difference and similarities between
purity texts and public spaces. Public pledges and covenants to uphold personal sexual
purity comprise the final element of the archive and demonstrate the shifting rhetorical
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strategies that have worked to materialize and reify the conditions of purity culture’s
ideological apparatus.

Purity Self-Help Literature: Prince Charming and the Happy Helpmeet
Elizabeth Elliot’s Passion and Purity is a forerunner for the current literature on purity
guidance. Since Elliot’s book was published in the mid-80s, many authors have used her
text as a hallmark for young Christian women to turn to as an example of feminine Godly
character. Of these texts, I have limited my examples to the following: Sarah Mally’s
Before You Meet Prince Charming (2006), Leslie Ludy’s The Lost Art of True Beauty:
The Set-Apart Girl’s Guide to Feminine Grace (2010) and Authentic Beauty: The
Shaping of A Set-Apart Young Woman (2007), Staci and John Eldredge’s Captivating:
Unveiling the Mystery of a Woman’s Soul (2005), Jacki Kendall’s Lady in Waiting:
Becoming God’s Best While Waiting for Mr. Right (2005), Joshua Harris’ I Kissed Dating
Goodbye (2003), and Kris Vallotton’s Purity: A Moral Revolution (2008). Ludy,
Eldredge, Malley, and Kendall’s work all explicitly address women and write exclusively
for a young, evangelical, female audience. Harris and Vallotton write to a more general
evangelical audience, yet I have chosen these two texts because they are both
significantly popular among evangelicals and they both speak address the roles of men
and women as they are connected to larger structures of evangelical practice.
At the heart of every guidebook on purity is the call to a close and meaningful
relationship with Jesus. Throughout the two decades of purity literature, the key
rhetorical maneuver is to challenge young people to devote their lives to Jesus. The main
pitch is that in surrendering one’s life to Jesus, one should be willing to sacrifice the
ultimate pleasure: sex or sinful (non-marital) sex. Now, the shift in framing that occurs in
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the 1990s substitutes the term “abstinence” with “purity,” giving chastity a positive
rhetorical connotation. Purity is pitched as a lifestyle that brings one closer to God, makes
one a good person, and prepares one for a fulfilling marriage. Using Kenneth Burke’s
concept of channeling attention via the “terministic screen”, the terms of purity in this
context become radically positive terministic screens that direct the focus of its audience
to the active pursuit of Godly behavior. By situating purity as a personal choice, one that
leads to ultimate fulfillment, the terms of purity shift from a passive abstinence to an
active and engaged choice that one makes as a means of transcending the body and
growing closer to Christ. The shift in language from passive abstinence to active purity
made purity a central concern for one’s eternal salvation as well as their immediate
earthly relationships.
Of the three main purity genres (self-help books, pledges, and public gatherings),
the purity self-help books provide the foundation of the shifting rhetorical strategies for
the purity movement. In examining these texts closely, I show how the underlying tropes
and ideologies of purity culture stay the same across genres and across the shifting public
rhetorical frame to make purity, as Gardner puts it, “sexy.” A few sentences from Sarah
Mally’s 1990 Before you Meet Prince Charming will help to establish some of the tropes
that appear throughout the texts: “Temptation in this area of boy/girl relationships is one
of the biggest snares that the enemy uses to damage lives and testimonies of Christian
young people. Many lives have been destroyed… A true princess realizes this danger and
understands her own need to be protected” (22). In this statement, the connection
between sexual activity and sin is immediately closely intertwined with bodily life, the
dangers thereof, and the need to create spiritual safeguards via purity. The flesh is
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presented as weak, evil, and full of lust—something to be controlled in the active pursuit
of purity. In this short passage, we also witness the assumption of heterosexuality
(“boy/girl” relationships), the belief in destruction wreaked through sins of sexual
deviance (“destroyed lives”), and the positioning of women as in need of male protection
(“the true princess…understands her own need to be protected”). Mally’s text gestures
toward cultural tropes that are familiar to her audience, that is, the trope of the princess in
the tower waiting to be rescued by a strong and kind prince. Another, less obvious, trope
at play here is that of the monster lurking in the woods, waiting to capture innocent lives
in hidden snare. This trope appears in fairytales, but it is also heavily relied on in other
popular cultural venues such as superhero movies and romantic comedies. The basic
premise is that there are innocent, good people working hard to achieve worthwhile goals
until they get taken in by a cleverly disguised villain (for instance, an attractive woman)
who eventually leads the protagonist to ruin. In this case, the villain of the story is premarital sex, a disguised monster waiting to ruin the lives of innocent teenagers.
In addition to these initial tropes, others that emerge across the texts include: the
status of singleness as a gift, rules on modest dress and behavior, marriage as a reflection
of relationship with God, and the value of inner purity and good character. On the
surface, the ideological values of purity culture appear incredibly harmful, and they are,
in fact, often used to shame women for their sexuality and to control women’s sexual and
reproductive choices. However, it is also true that there are threads of logic focused
heavily on women’s autonomy and the practice of self-love. For example, in Lady in
Waiting, evangelical author, Jackie Kendall frequently encourages her reader to value
herself highly (usually with the subliminal value being placed on her virginity) and to
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believe that she is worthy of extravagant love. Similarly, in Leslie Ludy’s The Lost Art of
True Beauty, she writes, “Some women cover up their feminine beauty out of insecurity
rather than the desire to be seen as godly—if that’s you, then it’s important to learn who
you are in Christ and allow Him to heal your heart of past hurts and wounds” (75). While
these messages are ultimately about seeking purity and performing femininity, they
simultaneously imply that there is an inherent value to women’s sexuality and bodily
autonomy. Still, the emphasis of these messages is always tied to the necessity of
preparing the young woman for marriage to the perfect man, that is, the Godly leader
who will protect her.
While there are a few positive threads to consider, a more insidious quality to the
genre of purity self-help books is the emphasis on women’s responsibility to dress and act
modestly (i.e., no showing skin, no flirting) in order to protect men from sinfully lusting
after women’s bodies. Almost all books that offer guidelines on sexual purity, sans other
Christian issues, are written expressly for women with the intent of providing instructions
for the moral caretaking of men. As religious historians (Bendroth; DeRogatis; Gardner;
Griffith) have noted, this moral caretaking in purity movements stems from a much older
Victorian tradition in which women were expected to care for the morality of men and
children. In Ludy’s Lost Art of True Beauty, an entire chapter is dedicated to “Selfless
Dressing,” in which Ludy encourages her audience to reflect on how their physical
appearance invites certain kinds of attention. Ludy asks her young female readers, “Does
your appearance show everyone that you belong to Christ?” (77). A few pages later, Ludy
explains that dressing modestly is an important task for protecting men’s honor, writing,
“[Selfless dressing] means respecting the men around you by not putting temptation right
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in front of their noses, and then blaming them for viewing you like a sex object” (83). A
similar value system shows up as far back as Elizabeth Elliot’s Passion and Purity book,
where she writes, “What looked to Jim like ‘militant morality’ was partly the knowledge
that is deep in a woman that she holds the key to the situation where a man’s passions are
involved. He will be as much of a gentleman as she requires and, when the chips are
down, probably no more” (145). In this same chapter, Elliot outright prescribes virginity
as the path to satisfying and lasting relationships between men and women (147). In order
to preserve the virgin body, though, it becomes women’s duty to not lead men to
temptation by revealing too much of their bodies—to preserve the status of fulfilling
marriages, women are required to dress modestly and behave chastely.
It would be virtually impossible to find a book on sexual purity that did not
explicitly address the role of women in the world, and more specifically the articulation
of women’s divine purpose as that of helping and loving men. Evangelical practice
defines the role of women, in general, as under the ordinance of her complementing a
man and working as his helper or “help meet” (as translated in some biblical texts). Kris
Vallotton, a prominent evangelical speaker and author, explains in Purity: The New
Moral Revolution that women were not meant to be slaves to men but to be their helper.
He follows this by saying, “I simply mean that women were created to be adored by men
and that they were designed to fulfill man’s desire for romance” (123). In closing her
book Authentic Beauty, Ludy remarks “As women we were made for intimacy, we were
shaped to love with abandon and fervor. We were designed to stand by our man until we
breathe our last breath” (242). As a final example of this thread, John and Staci Eldredge
open their best-selling co-authored book Captivating by arguing that the mystery of the
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feminine heart has been turned into a source of shame. They write that their book is about
“discovering who you already are, as a woman. A woman who at her core was made for
romance, made to play an irreplaceable role in a shared adventure, and who really does
possess a beauty all her own to unveil” (19). This is a shared thread across purity culture
texts: women are designed to be loved by men and they receive that love by fulfilling the
role of moral caretaker in a marriage. The ideological construction of women as helpers
appears most heavily in the genre of the self-help books and it appears less and less in the
contemporary purity pledges and gatherings.
The purity self-help texts operate as the foundation for the shifting dynamic in
public pledges of purity and abstinence. From Elliot’s 1984 text, where she writes, “I am
recommending virginity. Virginity for both men and women,” to Kris Vallotton’s 2008
text on purity, where he writes, “I wrote this book to be a catalyst for a sexual
reformation,” purity has shifted from a passive act of abstinence to an active cultivation
of both moral and sexual value. The texts are, by far, the largest and most established
element of the archive on purity culture, but they are not necessarily the most pervasive.
The public rallies and pledge signings of movements True Love Waits and Silver Ring
Thing garnered millions of teenage abstinence pledgers across the United States. In the
following section, I turn to these pledges and the movements to examine how the
difference across genres reveals and contributes to and creates the public rhetoric of
current purity culture.

The Purity Rallies: True Love Waits
Purity campaigns employ an unsurprisingly strong argument to persuade teenagers to
remain abstinent until marriage—sex. The promise of incredible, steamy, passionate and
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fulfilling sex is presented as something that can only be achieved within a marriage
between two people (specifically a man and a woman) who have saved themselves for
marriage while pursing God’s “plan for sexual purity.” The rallies, conferences, and
worship events of the True Love Waits movement center on the teaching that sex will be
the most satisfying if one waits until marriage, because this is God’s design for relational
happiness. Richard Ross, founder of True Love Waits, stated in an interview that sexual
purity should be founded in the concept of worship and is not necessarily about
abstaining from or engaging in sexual activity. "This is about a lifetime of purity," Ross
said. "This is not a temporary thing, hoping a husband or wife will show up. Rather, this
is something that I can do for my King."ii The rhetorical imperative for abstinence,
similar to the purity self-help books, is not to simply avoid sexual sin but to do so in an
active way as one attempts to achieve spiritual closeness with God and other believers.
Perhaps the most pervasive argument driving the movements (and purity culture
in general) comes from Joshua Harris’s short book called I Kissed Dating Goodbye. This
book enjoyed extreme popularity among evangelical youth during the 1990s and early
2000s. Harris has recently made a public apology for the book and has openly spoken
against the practices for dating and sex that he initially outlined in the text. In his
statement apologizing for the harm caused by I Kissed Dating Goodbye, Harris writes,
“in an effort to set a high standard, the book emphasized practices (not dating, not kissing
before marriage) and concepts (giving your heart away) that are not in the Bible. The
book also gave some the impression that a certain methodology of relationships would
deliver a happy ever-after ending—a great marriage, a great sex life—even though this is
not promised by scripture” (para 4). One of the purity movements’ foundational beliefs is
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that following a certain methodology for relationships (as Harris puts it) will lead to not
only a great marriage, but a closer connection to God.
Through rhetorically reframing purity as an active method of spiritual growth, the
purity rallies and gatherings took on a public forum that closely resembled other church
gatherings. True Love Waits actually originated with LifeWay Church and was situated
as part of the youth ministry, providing resources for anyone who wanted to teach sexual
purity across the country. The apex of the True Love Waits movement was the display of
over 210,000 purity pledges on the mall in Washington D.C. This public declaration of
purity en masse became a huge media event as news outlets broadcast the rally on the
national mall across the country. Hilde Stephens writes that the gathering resembled an
“important political and cultural event in the culture war on sex education, as chaste
teenagers turned their self-discipline into a cultural and political statement” (110). The
rally held on the National Mall had the explicit purpose of encouraging the government to
continue federal funding for abstinence only education in schools. In this public context,
purity resembles an active, socially aware movement in its efforts to uphold safe sexual
practice in both religious and secular worlds.
In shifting purity to the political and cultural public sphere, advocates of
abstinence frame sexual purity as a war that must be waged against the mainstream
culture that encourages ungodly casual sex. However, the campaigns remain adamant in
their belief that sex is good and will be even better when done correctly. Current
spokesperson for the True Love Waits campaign, Clayton King, writes, “Throughout this
whole cultural sex war, we tend to forget one thing: God didn't say sex was bad—quite
the opposite. He created woman so that man would not be alone and commanded them to

32

multiply! God made sex, and sex is good” (11). King works as a pastor for the secondfastest growing church in the United States, NewSpring Church in Anderson, South
Carolina (as well as many other locations) and has written the curriculum for the
revamping of True Love Waits, called The Love Project. As seen in the other genres, the
grounding argument for sexual purity continues to promise spiritual fulfillment as well as
psychological happiness and relational bliss. The ultimate form of expressing your love
for God and your commitment to following Christ is the signing of the purity pledge
stating that you will wait for marriage to have sex. In the final genre of the archive, I will
look specifically at purity covenants, which began as a fairly private and obscure genre,
and the purity pledges signed by millions of teenagers over the last twenty years.

Purity Covenants and Pledges
The purity covenant grew from the larger ideology of courtship vs. dating. Courtship
became popularized in the 1990s via Harris’ I Kissed Dating Goodbye. The success of
this book established courtship as a Godly alternative to the secular “worldly” and
dangerous path of dating. Prior to Harris’ text, purity covenants and courtship were
obscure genres even for most evangelicals. The Institute in Basic Life Principles, an
evangelical institution that I will return to later in Chapters 4 and 5, offers this definition
of courtship in an article on purity: “Courtship is a choice to avoid temptation and
experience the blessings of purity. It is a choice to not emotionally give away your heart,
piece by piece, to many others through casual dating relationships and instead to give
your whole heart to your life partner.”iii Practically speaking, courtship is method of
getting to know a potential spouse through a very specific and “pure” process. First, if a
man finds a woman interesting, attractive, and above all else, godly, he asks her father for
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permission to get to know his daughter more thoroughly. Once the father agrees
(assuming he does), the man begins to visit the woman he is interested in at her home
where both parents are present to provide accountability for the couple. The couple
carries on like this for a short period of time (usually three to six months) and then the
man asks the father for permission to marry his daughter. Ideally, the daughter would be
consulted by the father before her beaux asks for her hand in marriage. At every stage in
this process, the couple is supervised by at least one if not both parents in order to ensure
that the couple is not left alone and tempted to commit acts of sexual immorality
(including kissing, hand holding, or lewd discussions). From the first meeting to the
wedding ceremony, courtship is defined as a process that involves seeking purity and
holiness through remaining sexually pure, but it allows very little room for a couple to
actually get to know one another. With the publication of I Kissed Dating Goodbye,
Harris took a somewhat obscure practice and popularized it at a kairotic moment when
evangelical practice was embroiled in a “war” against cultural understandings of dating
and sex.
The bridge between the archaic practice of courtship and the purity gatherings’
trendy messages materializes in the purity covenants and the purity pledges. The
covenants work as a sort of contract between the person signing and God, stating that the
person signing is choosing sexual and moral purity by abstaining from sex until marriage.
In explaining the significance of this move, the documents begin by situating sexual
abstinence as counter-cultural obedience to God’s plan. For example, one purity covenant
states that “God’s word regarding sex cuts right across the grain of our culture. The
culture portrays sexual intimacy between two unmarried people as something as causal
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and innocuous as holding hands, but nothing could be further from the truth” (from Real
Life Church).iv The biggest difference between the pledges and the covenants is the
deliberate and extensive theological content. Covenants can range anywhere from a page
to five pages, explaining the details of purity and providing the supporting scripture,
whereas the pledges are written on small, easy to circulate cards. The rhetorical
significance in this difference is the design of the pledges for the purpose of public
engagement and display. Where the purity covenants are designed for more personal and
private spaces, the pledges operate rhetorically as a material embodiment and public
statement of purity for the world to witness. This drastically shifts the counter-public
space of the purity covenant to a public sphere with significant rhetorical sway at the
national level.
Converging over the same counter-cultural stance, the public purity pledges
reframe the old-fashioned covenants with the same intent to fight the cultural war over
sexual behavior and public sex education. Early versions of the True Love Waits pledge
cards explicitly stated that the signer was making a commitment to God, their family,
their future spouse, and children by entering “a lifetime of purity including sexual
abstinence” until they entered a biblical marital relationship.v This early message
appeared on the 210,000 cards that were posted on the National Mall in 1994 and later on
the 340,000 signed cards that were stacked in the Atlanta Dome in 1996. The current
version of the True Love Waits pledge is also brief and reads: “From this day forward I
commit myself to [H]im in the lifelong pursuit of personal holiness. By his grace, I will
continually present myself to him as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God.” vi While
both versions require a strong and public commitment to God, the newer version has
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eradicated the explicit use of sexual activity and even purity altogether. In reframing the
True Love Waits commitment as one where the signer offers themselves as a living
sacrifice (as modeled after the Romans 12 scripture), the campaign appeals to a larger
audience by implicitly positioning holiness and purity as synonymous. At this turn, the
pledges reify the rhetorical shift in purity culture toward a complete conflation of
holiness and sexual purity. Tangled together in the web of evangelicalism, holiness,
spiritual righteousness, and sexual purity are so closely tied that it is impossible to tell
them apart.
Evangelical cultural norms and the movement for sexual abstinence converge at
the site of the pledges in that as one is committing their life to Christ; they are
simultaneously agreeing to not give in to sexual lust as it would leave them unholy and
impure in their relationship with God. One cannot be holy if they are sexually immoral.
One cannot have a relationship with Christ and also engage in pre-marital sex. The
pledges reify this argument in making the ideological construction of sacrifice appear as a
material condition of abstinence.

The Heart of the Matter: Bad Bodies, Holy Spirits
Across the three genres, the common thread of sexual activity as sin is supported through
the use of scriptures that discuss the body, desires, lust, and youthful passions. The purity
self-help books utilize these verses to encode gender roles—for women to be modest, for
men to protect women, and for women to maintain their sexual purity as a sacrificial act
of love for God and their future husbands (Ludy, Eldredge, Mally, and Kendall). The
purity rallies utilize these scriptures to persuade their youth audiences of the importance
of purity overall, with little direct or explicit focus on the modesty of women.
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What remains ideologically fixed is the articulation of the Bible’s infallibility and
the firm belief that these texts create and support clear guidelines about sexual sin. In
fact, almost all of the scriptures used to support purity tropes are radically vague in their
definitions of sexual deviance, and they are often the same passages used to support
evangelical’s homophobic rhetorics. For instance, two scriptures heavily quoted,
Colossians 3:5 and 1 Corinthians 6:8, state that one should flee from sexual immorality;
yet it is unclear what constitutes sexual immorality, the single most important force of
purity culture. In his statement revoking I Kissed Dating Goodbye, Harris explicitly states
that his book encouraged a methodology that is not exactly present in the Bible. Why did
so many people openly accept his statements about sexual abstinence, and indeed, total
control of heterosexual relationships, as the ultimate authority on avoiding sexual
immorality? This generates from a deeply embedded Western Christian ideological
assumption that the body is bad, and sexual acts are the ultimate manifestation of the lust
of the flesh.
The rising trends of purity culture became popularized through the reliance on the
evangelical belief that bodily life, and all the desires of the flesh, is inherently bad and in
opposition to the spirit and the mind. Marie Griffith exposes the dualistic approach of
Protestant beliefs in her work on diet culture inside Christianity. She explains that for
evangelicals, “the body is a hazard to the soul, able to demolish the hardest won spiritual
gains merely through ingesting the wrong material” (“Born Again” 2). The almost fanatic
control of the body remains at the heart of evangelical theology with pastors everywhere
fervently “warning of the perilous yet arduously redeemable body” (“Born Again” 2).
Because evangelical belief systems adamantly position the body as evil, purity culture’s
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focus on taming the lust of the flesh benefits in popularity from the a priori belief in the
“bad body.”
The myth of the bad body has a rich history within Christianity, beginning with
the temptation of Eve in which her unruly desires sank humanity into a state of sin and
depravity—what Christians mean when they say we live in “a fallen world.” Sociologist
Bryan Turner points specifically to the medical illnesses discussed in the Bible, such as
leprosy, that situate the body as fallible and not to be trusted. Turner notes that from at
least the fifth century CE, the realm of medicine was seen as a secular practice and “thisworldly.” Christianity, therefore, rejected many of the modern medical moves, and this is
still seen today in the ties to anti-vaccination and evangelical nationalism. Sexual purity
operates under similar logics and employs the larger and widely accepted evangelical
ideology that bodies are meant to be controlled and tamed in order to achieve
transcendence and connection to God.
Sexuality, so closely tied to the whims of the body, is often articulated as a force
in opposition to the higher realms of spiritual transcendence. Turner writes, “The
irrational sexual impulses of the body constituted a special problem within the Christian
opposition to the world, since the unpredictable nature of erotic desire represented a
direct challenge to any rationally organized system of ascetic self-control” (60). The ties
to women’s bodies, in particular, is also deeply connected to a system of social control
that worked to regulate the coherence of specific groups. Turner explains that in early
biblical Judaism the purity of reproduction was critical to maintaining the moral
coherence of the tribe. He writes, “The moral coherence of the tribe was the guarantee of
its social solidarity, and these conditions were rooted in the sexual purity and fidelity of
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women. It is not surprising, therefore, that the regulation of women was strict to the point
of brutality” (105). Put simply, the control of women’s bodies has been a historical
imperative for Christian practice so much so that Turner argues that any sociology of the
body would inherently require an examination of “men exercising patriarchal control”
over female sexuality.
The logic within purity culture that situate female bodies as particularly
dangerous is most closely tied to the purity self-help books. Early versions of the selfhelp literature, such as Elliot’s Passion and Purity and Kendall’s Lady in Waiting,
heavily highlight the dangers of sexual lust and desire in a general sense, while focusing
on the ways in which women can prepare for a healthy marriage by not practicing
premarital sex. These early texts focus on the role of women as helpers designed by God
to adore and submit to men. In the most recent purity self-help books, such as Leslie
Ludy’s and Staci Elredge’s work, women are specifically charged to protect men by
covering their bodies and not flirting. In the example I shared from Authentic Beauty,
Ludy explicitly states that if women are dressing immodestly, they cannot blame men for
treating them like sex objects. These texts focus on women’s sexuality as simultaneously
dangerous and fragile (in need of protection), and the obsessive control of women’s
bodies makes sexuality the single most defining feature of women’s bodies.
The logics of these purity self-help texts position men as fierce, warrior-like
conquers of women who, by nature, are designed to adore men (as seen in the Vallotton
text). Reinforcing the domination-submission, male/female dichotomy, the archive of
these texts perpetuates a logic of sexual violence against women. The domination model
that radical feminists, such as Andrea Dworkin, articulate as central to social conceptions
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of sexual intercourse not only allows but encourages men to practice roles of domination
and force when engaged in intercourse. Radical feminist, Catherine MacKinnon writes,
“If sexuality is central to women’s definition and forced sex is central to sexuality, rape is
indigenous, not exceptional, to women’s social condition” (42). Both historically and in
current forms of purity culture, it is safe to say that Christianity certainly centralizes
sexuality as central to women’s definition. What is more troubling are the ways in which
purity culture codes sexual violence against women as indigenous to women’s social
condition and, indeed, as women’s responsibility to apprehend that violence. I explore
these themes closely in Chapters 5 and 6.
The logics of sexual violence are almost exclusively tied to the texts on purity
culture, both current and dated versions of feminine purity and masculine strength. Most
of the young adults and teenagers signing pledges on the National Mall to abstain from
sex before marriage had most likely never heard of Leslie Ludy, Elizabeth Elliot, or any
of the other purity culture authors. The phenomenon of the purity movements occurs
almost completely separate from these self-help books. Yet they work together under the
umbrella of evangelical beliefs about bad bodies and lusty flesh. Swap a denim skirt for a
shiny silver ring, and the push to abstinence has become sexy. The rhetorical reframing of
purity as something that could be “cool” and even sexy led to a massive reinvigoration of
purity in the US. The rhetorical, persuasive power of the space itself is what connects
these discourses and imbues the purity movements with popular and significant success.
Attending a small gathering of women in a back room of a local coffee shop
where everyone convenes to discuss the latest book on purity holds very different
rhetorical persuasiveness than a Young Life gathering with hundreds of teenagers, catchy
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music, and games. Yet, in both settings, young adults were actively dedicating their
bodies to practice sexual purity and remain chaste until the day they fulfilled what
evangelicals understand to be God’s ultimate plan for humanity: heterosexual marriage.
When the public spaces of already popular sites took up the cause of purity culture,
chastity was reframed not only as an active choice but as an exciting promise for a very
sexy future. The shift in purity practices from a private (and seemingly repressed) space
to a public sphere, made the movement for chastity a national concern. The impact of
these movements, and the wildly popularized trend of pledging purity, reveals the extent
to which U.S. nationalism is rhetorically intertwined with evangelical practices to this
day.

Unraveling the Subject: Traces of the Sexual Body
The rhetorical effects of purity culture extend into and rely on a politics of sexual control,
specifically the control of women’s sexuality and women’s bodies. The commodification
of purity culture is most pronounced in the three genres covered here, with the public
pledge to a life of sacrificial purity as the most visible and pervasive form of purity. The
purity self-help literature mainly functions as an almost feminist counter public. The
purity literature’s main message to young women is that their bodies, by nature of being
sexed as female, are harmful to society, which gives urgent cause to control, cover, and
regulate all women’s bodies and their sexual desires. Western Christianity imposes a
sexual politics of regulation and control in the policing of feminine sexuality and
women’s bodies. One need look no further than the story of the Virgin Mary to
understand the deep obsession Christianity (as a whole) has to maintaining the notion of
chaste femininity. As the well-known story goes, Mary herself abstained from sexual

41

intercourse and was impregnated with Jesus via immaculate conception. Her potential
lover at the time, Joseph, initially believed that Mary had conceived the child through a
sexual union with some other man. He would have left Mary over this had the angel of
the Lord not intervened to tell Joseph it was all cool and no penis had been used in the
creation of this baby. Joseph stuck around, Mary had her virgin birth, and the mythos of
the chaste woman was solidified in Western Christianity and now piously sits in stained
glass watching over congregations of believers.
One of the most foundational figures to Christianity, the Virgin Mary would be a
difficult story to undo or even challenge. In The Psychic Life of Power Judith Butler
explains that when subjects are formed in specific structures of power, to challenge that
power would require an undoing of the self that was formed within that structure. In
simpler terms, if a person’s core social and political identity are shaped by and dependent
upon a specific ideological structure, such as Christianity vii, interrogating that structure
would require an interrogation of the self. To push that ideological construct to the limits
of existence would require pushing oneself to those same limits. Of course, one could
leave the structure and find new identity elsewhere, but in the case of Christianity, this
would also mean leaving one’s community, faith, and perhaps intimate relationships with
partners, children, and friends. The alternative to this kind of loss is finding some way of
life, a method of existing as oneself, within the structure. In a system that denies women
bodily autonomy, sexual freedom, and imposes a constant threat to their bodies by
situating them as subordinate to the Divine male figure, what options exist for resistance?
Maybe purity doesn’t seem so terrible. If you dress modestly, if you follow the rules, if
you surrender your sexual desire, you can have a say in what happens to your body.
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Unique in their goals, the purity literature authors perform a pseudo-feminist call for
young women to act autonomously. I hesitate to call this a feminist tactic, but as a
method of claiming ownership of their sexual decisions, purity offers evangelical women
a chance to live within their bodies and also to maintain their evangelical communities
and practices.
I see these sites, then, as full of rhetorical possibility. As feminist scholar Cheryl
Glenn argues, “critical thinking without hope is cynicism, but hope without critical
thinking is naivete” (“A Feminist Tactic”). It is all too easy to critique the spaces of
purity culture (and rightfully so) without offering any possibilities for growth and change.
However, the nature of the movement as one that women use to create autonomous space
for their bodies offers a contingency for the deep control of women’s bodies. Even
though the practices of purity culture still follow patriarchal guidelines, it does offer an
alternative to being possessed by men. As in the early forms of purity culture, the
utilization of rhetorical agency offers young women the freedom to choose, albeit with
the main stipulation that there is still a right or wrong decision. Feminist scholar Leigh
Gilmore suggests that the mobilization of testimony remains a significant tool for
women’s rhetorical agency, and the space of purity culture continues to offer women the
opportunity to share testimony, listen, and embrace one another. For this reason, the
spaces of purity culture demand deeper recognition, reflection, and engagement with both
critical inquiry and continued hope. The sites contain the possibility for healing,
connection, and public rhetorical sway. Purity culture, as it is used by evangelical women
is a rich space for considering the body politic and rhetorical agency for women who
wish to maintain their evangelical identity.
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Aside from evangelical women, purity rhetorics perform what Burke calls a
“casuistic stretching,” in which religious terms carry specific ideological weight into
secular contexts and vice versus. While purity rhetorics contain possible moments of
hope and liberation for women who wish to remain within evangelical settings, the larger
articulation of purity presents particularly violent problems for women who do not wish
to perform purity. By situating a need for women’s bodies to be chaste, the violence
enacted under the sexual politics of purity become increasingly harmful for women who
are historically hypersexualized. The “Jezebel” figure, for instance, reveals how women
of color are at an even higher risk for bodily harm and sexual violence. Deborah Gray
White explains in “Jezebel and Mammy: Mythology of Female Slavery” that: “In every
way, Jezebel was the counterimage of the mid-19th century ideal of the Victorian Lady.
She did not lead men and children to God; piety was foreign to her” (124). In the biblical
story, Jezebel is the wife of King Ahab, and is known for leading him away from godly
behavior through sexual temptation. The Jezebel figure has been attached to Black slave
women because they were characterized as sexual property, designed to be used for
reproducing more slaves. I offer a more in-depth study of this in Chapter 4 where I will
explore both the hyper-sexualization of women of color and the ways in which
evangelical purity positions white women as the ideal mother and instills a deep control
over the reproductive rights and freedom of women of color. In addition to the myriad
ways purity rhetoric enables and encourages violence against women, it also fuels the
insidious hatred of homosexuality that is familiarly linked to Christianity. The core
theological roots of purity, that is the Bible passages that support sexual purity,
simultaneously sustain homophobic violence against LGBTQ+ bodies.
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In the following chapter, I offer a close analysis of how purity sustains violence
against queer lives. The myriad connections to how purity culture enables social and
cultural control over women’s bodies, particularly women of color, and LGBTQ+ people
demonstrates a call for deeper consideration of religious rhetorics, specifically those tied
to our notions of Western Civilization, in our scholarship and in our lived experiences. In
the following chapter, I offer an examination of religious discourse and the ways in
which notions of faith, sacrifice, and godliness permeate larger cultural understandings of
sexual bodies and the purification of life. Then, in Chapter 3, I move into a specific
analysis of the “ex-gay” movement in the US and illustrate the connections between
religious discourse and heterosexism that continue to negatively affect LGBTQ+ people.
From there, Chapter 4 moves into an analysis of reproductive politics and the shifting
frames for reproductive justice in the US. Chapter 5 then illustrates the connections
between religious patriarchy, gender violence, and sexual assault through examining
biblical rape narratives as well as the case of 34 women who were sexually assaulted by
prominent religious leader, Bill Gothard. The final chapter brings together the myriad
threads of reproductive violence, heterosexist violence, and sexual violence in a study of
trauma theory. This chapter offers the scholarship in trauma theory as a lens for
understanding the implications of the specific collective traumas created by religious
violence across the threads of the dissertation.
i

I use the term disease here instead of the more accepted infection because evangelical purity texts favor
the more problematic “disease” term.
ii
See http://www.sbclife.net/article/2248/true-love-waits-relaunched-refocused-as-true-love-project
iii
See https://iblp.org/questions/how-courtship-different-dating).
iv
See Appendix A
v
See Appendix B
vi
See Appendix C
vii
I choose to focus on Christianity over other religious institutions for two reasons: first, Christianity is the
umbrella term for the specific evangelical practices analyzed in this dissertation. Second, it is the religious
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affiliation that I was raised within and am most familiar. This is not to say that it is of greater import than
other religions, indeed, it is but one of many that adheres to stories of the Virgin Mary. However, for the
purposes of authenticity to this project on evangelical purity culture, I choose to highlight Christianity
rather than other religions.
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CHAPTER 2
ALTARED VIOLENCE: RELIGIOUS RHETORICS, SACRIFICE, AND THE
DIVINE MALE
“The history of religions has also been a
history of great discord. It would seem that
nothing can more effectively set people at
odds than the demand that they all think
alike.”
– Kenneth Burke, Rhetoric of Religion
“When God is male; male is God.”
– Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father
In season one, episode three of the HBO show True Detective, Rust Cohle (Matthew
McConaughey) and Marty Hart (Woody Harrelson) are seen attending a tent church
revival meeting where they stand in the back waiting to question the preacher about the
case they are working. As they listen to the sermon, Hart and Cohle reflect on why people
practice religious rituals in general, and to stave off Cohle’s cynicism about the event,
Hart suggests that “some folks enjoy community, a common good…can you imagine if
people didn’t believe? All the things they’d get up to?” Cohle counters by arguing that
people would do the exact same things they already do “just out in the open.” As the
pastor continues preaching, Cohle concludes their reflection with a question: “What’s it
say about life, hmm? You gotta get together, tell yourself stories that violate every law of
the universe just to get through the day. Nah. What’s that say about your reality?” The
argument between these two characters provides what rhetorician and literary critic
Kenneth Burke would call a “guiding principle” for religious discourse in everyday life.
Questioning the existence of God or the significance of the supernatural realm is certainly
part of the issue at hand, but of greater import to this project is examining how
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individuals and communities create social order around a shared understanding of an
unseen deity. In The Rhetoric of Religion, Burke cuts straight to the concerns of language
and religion, saying: “Whether or not there is a realm of the ‘supernatural,’ there are
words for it. And in this state of linguistic affairs there is a paradox” (7). The paradox of
religious and secular terminologies is such that the words used to describe the
supernatural arise from everyday vernacular and are then cycled through the religious
realm, returning to everyday use with new meanings attached, or “smuggled in,” as Burke
describes it (7). In this way, religious matters are inextricable from social and cultural
matters, because of the way in which language shapes our understanding of the world and
determines how we engage with one another.
Purity, and its surrounding terminologies, carries both secular and religious
meanings, and how these meanings interact with one another reveal significant
connections between the deployment of religious purity rites in everyday life. In Chapters
1, I explore how the evangelical utilization of purity rhetorics animate issues of gender
and sexuality. In this chapter, I now turn to a larger focus on how religious discourse
constructs, orders, and undergirds everyday social life. While the broader focus of this
chapter deals with the concern of faith and religious order rather than specific
terminologies for sexual purity, these issues provide a significant background for the
“motives” of sexual purity rhetorics. i Mary Douglas argues that larger concerns of
purification (such as the need to remove dirt from living spaces) engender specific rituals
for purification as well as ideologies concerning the purity or defilement of bodies. She
writes, “many ideas about sexual dangers are better interpreted as symbols of the relation
between parts of society, as mirroring designs of hierarchy or symmetry which apply in
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the larger social system” (4). The work of this chapter is to understand how distinct parts
of society, specifically the religious and secular, mirror a hierarchy of symbols that
determine how bodies are situated in religious frameworks.
The explication of hierarchy is here guided by several questions concerning how
religious discourse influences secular cultural contexts, but of paramount concern to this
project are the questions surrounding dialectics of subjugation/control,
submission/dominance, and power/violence that flow from religious contexts and are
secularized in institutions such as patriarchy, colonialism, and capitalism. It is crucial to
note here that I do not wish to establish or support the work of binaries between terms
like “submission” and “dominance.” Words like power and violence are extremely fluid
and resist placement in binaries; rather, my interest in placing terms such as these in
relationship with one another is to examine the development of a dialectic among terms
rather than a contrasting of the ideas at play in the terms. Drawing from material in
Chapters 2 and 3, the work of this chapter weaves together the disparate threads of sexual
violence and trauma as they converge in religious practices in the US. The question that I
ask in the opening section of this chapter is quite close to the questions that Burke raises
concerning religious and secular topics, specifically, in what ways does religious
discourse permeate everyday experiences and social understandings? It is a nebulous
question, obscure and frequently brushed aside. To begin to understand the myriad ways
religious rhetorics operate in secular settings, we have to do away with the common
conception that if one does not identify as a Christian or with another religious sect, then
religious matters do not affect them. What is “a properly religious matter,” though? For
Western Christianity, at least, the main guiding metaphor is that of a man dying on a
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cross, crucified for the sins of humanity—an explicitly violent metaphor, but one upon
which the entire religious structure depends.
I cannot think of a more properly religious topic than that of violence and
sacrifice, both of which are intimately connected to secular society in many other ways.
Hannah Arendt sets ups a dialectic between violence and power in her text On Violence,
where power is essentially the controlling mechanism for forms of pure violence. In
situations where one cannot obtain power through any other measure, violence in a
“pure” form emerges.ii By this token, acts of violence take on an almost divine nature in
that violence offers the means to control one’s fate. In his work Violence and the Sacred,
French philosopher, Rene Gerard writes, “As long as violence remains present among
men, and as long as men continue to pursue it as an absolute, as a kind of divinity, it will
continue its devastating oscillations” (151). While I hesitate to agree that violence has an
innate divine substance, the connection between how sanctioned violence is used as a
form of absolution (through ritual, the scapegoat, and sacrifice) and unsanctioned
violence is used to exert domination or power begs an exploration between religious
discourse and specific acts of violence. Girard talks at length of the “original violence,”
which refers to the pulling apart between existence and non-existence. He argues that this
original violence is unique from other forms of ritualized violence: “The original act of
violence is unique and spontaneous. Ritual sacrifices, however, are multiple, endlessly
repeated. All those aspects of the original act that had escaped man’s control—the choice
of time and place, the selection of the victim—are now premeditated and fixed” (102).
In this chapter, I start with a broader analysis of religious discourse and violence
to situate the particular patterns of contemporary, Western evangelical Christianity within
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the frame of religious rhetorics. It is important to note that I am not interested in offering
definitive explanations of biblical passages or in providing answers to universal questions
about the supernatural. This is neither a condemnation nor an exaltation of religious
discourse, nor is it an exegetical explication of biblical passages—I believe this work is
better left to those studying hermeneutics and theology. What I am most interested in
exploring is how the religious and the secular bleed into one another, informing ideas
about bodies, power, and violence on a larger cultural scale. I contend that the religious
has much to offer our dialectical understandings of power, subjugation, control, and
violence in both religious and secular contexts. I call for a deeper analysis of religious
terminologies that fluctuate and stretch across bodily boundaries, and I argue that the
very real nature of religious discourse is always already embedded in secular
understandings of the body. Our work is to interrogate how language constructs borders
of discourse around bodily life, and religious rhetorics provide no small contribution to
this work.
In the following section, I examine religious discourse through the lens of two
biblical stories: Kierkegaard’s famous explication of Abraham sacrificing his son Isaac
(and being stopped at the last second by divine intervention), and a brief gloss of King
David sacrificing Uriah on the battlefield in the second book of Samuel. Throughout my
analysis of these stories, I illustrate the ways in which religious discourse, broadly
speaking, informs secular understandings of violence and sacrifice. I am less interested in
offering definitive interpretations of biblical stories than I am in showing how the stories
serve as representative anecdotes for the permeable borders between religious and secular
discourses. Following this, I examine the particular rituals and patterns of Western
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Christianity through the lens of colonization. Once I set up the frame of religious
rhetorics, I explore how religious rhetorics inform sexist systems of patriarchy and the
influence of these norms on women’s bodies. In the final section, I make distinctions
between the potentialities of spiritual space through the lens of queering spiritual space.

Religious Rhetorics: Metonymy, Sacrifice, and Faith
Burke opens The Rhetoric of Religion by stating: “Religion has often been looked upon
as a center from which all other forms of human motivation gradually diverged. It is seen
as a unifying principle” (v). Yet, as a unifying principle, Burke also makes clear that this
opens the realm for division to an even greater extent. To put it simply, because any form
of religious adherence requires distinct identification with the principles, beliefs, and
rituals of the practice, there is a greater sense of unification for the group members;
however, by the same token of identification, there is an even larger possibility for
discord between members of the group as well as between the group and outsiders.
Taking the example of Christianity, the unifying principle is the belief that God exists as
a certain, specific entity, followed closely by the belief that humanity’s purpose is to
worship and glorify this entity. With this preliminary principle, individuals who do not
subscribe to this belief fall on the other side of identification, divided from the members
of Christianity completely.
Of course, belief in a higher being or deity is the most basic example of
identification and division instituted by religious practice, but to give a clear example of
how language and religion are so closely intertwined, I turn to a brief summary of the
organizational schema of Church denominations. The word itself (denomination)
provides a rich conceptual starting place. The Latin root of this word, denominationem,
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translates roughly to “a calling by anything other than the proper name, in a word,
metonymy. Burke describes metonymy as one of the “four master tropes”: “The basic
strategy in metonymy is this: to convey some incorporeal or intangible state in terms of
the corporeal or tangible. E.g., to speak of ‘the heart’ rather than ‘the emotions’” (GM
506). For Burke, metonymy is not merely a reduction of the spiritual into the material,
but it represents a “carrying over” from the spiritual into the material following the kind
of “carrying over” from the material to the spiritual found in the trope of metaphor.
Returning to the term denomination, in its original translation it meant as a reduction of
the larger metaphor of “religion” into tangible or corporeal groups of believers who agree
upon certain beliefs. In a general sense, the metonymy of denominations create tidy
divisions for Christianity that are then called by names that are not “proper,” meaning
they do not signify the larger formation of “Christianity” but instead point to the
reduction of the term, for example, Catholicism and Protestantism are both denominations of Christianity in a “proper” sense. But split even further, de-nominations of
these branches can also be reduced to Irish Catholic, Methodists, Baptists, and so on.
What remains important here is that the unifying principle itself is religion in a general
sense, or the dialectic of the intangible and the material.
It is easy to see, now, that the greater the identification, or rather, the more
specific the metonymy of religious discourse, the greater the division. As a child, I was
taught by my fundamentalist Baptist parents that Catholicism was a distorted version of
Christianity. Similarly, I recall a memory of driving past a Presbyterian church and
asking my parents what a Presbyterian church meant, to which my mother replied in a
dismayed tone that they allowed women to preach there. Presbyterians, like Catholics,
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were “misguided” when held to the standards of Baptists beliefs and traditions. While this
example is anecdotal, it demonstrates how the spiritual can be carried over into the
material through these reductions of the larger religious discourse which would
presumably be simply “Words about God.” The premise of Burke’s Rhetoric of Religion
is the concept or practice of logology, or “words about words,” and this is founded on a
correlation between theology, referring to terms about God and logology, referring to
terms about terms. The understanding it that language is itself a religious practice of
sorts. Burke makes a similar argument in defining the two realms: “Whereupon, thoughts
on the necessarily verbal nature of religious doctrines suggest a further possibility: that
there might be fruitful analogies between the two realms” (1). In his introduction to
logology here, Burke is setting up his theory on the secular conversion of terms, which
essentially argues that religious terms can be transferred and used in secular contexts and
carry over the spiritual, intangible connotations from their religious settings. The same
type of conversion can happen in the reverse, of course, in which secular terms are
carried over into the religious realm and take up new meanings. I will discuss this secular
conversion of religious terms later in this chapter, specifically to explore how certain
“weighty” religious terms unconsciously inform secular ideas of violence, oppression,
and sexual violence.
Let me return for a moment to the discussion on religious discourse in general. It
is worth investigating the kind of identification and division that animate religious
doctrines and the terms by which material reality is transformed into the spiritual, or,
transcended by the spiritual. In Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard famously takes up the
biblical story of Abraham’s sacrifice of his son Isaac to illuminate how faith functions in
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an intangible sphere, one that is not necessarily concerned with morality or ethics, but
with an entirely different plane of existence. Kierkegaard’s project in Fear and
Trembling is to make clear what one means by the conceptualization and practice of faith.
He writes: “It is easy to explain the whole of existence, including faith, without having a
conception of what faith is” (48). Faith is a term that carries both spiritual and secular
connotations, and we see it used in both senses regularly (for example, “have faith, things
will work out;” “don’t lose faith;” “Faith is the substance of things hoped for”), but
Kierkegaard is most concerned by the kind of faith that would absolve one from killing
their child while performing an act of faith that follows a direct command or calling from
God. This investigation is certainly salient for our current understandings of faith as we
watch people waving flags with phrases like “Jesus saves” as they protest the taking
down of confederate war monuments. Similarly, video footage of Trump supporters
kneeling in prayer during the 2020 election shows people praying next to confederate
flags, faithfully offering petitions to God that an incredibly violent leader be reelected.
So, what does this say of faith? This is the question Kierkegaard presents to his readers,
and it leads us to important concerns about the transference of the spiritual into the
material.
The intangible, or spiritual does not necessarily always imply the practice of faith
versus the “real” world, or the material concerns of fleshy matters. Language, for
example, exists in both an intangible and tangible manner—words always coming to
mean certain things over others, that is they signify ideas and feelings, as well as
materiality. If we take an idea like “faith,” we enter into the intangible, but this idea
carries meaning that manifests in materiality, such as the killing of Isaac (although Isaac
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was spared at the last second intervention of an angel who sent a ram to be sacrificed in
place of Isaac). An important concern regarding the supernatural is its elevation over the
material, even over other intangible realms such as ethics. Kierkegaard posits that this
difference between ethics and faith is a matter of difference between the universal and the
particular (59). The issue presented by the practice of faith is that the ethical becomes
teleologically suspended while the individual exists in contrast to the universal (54). If we
extend Kierkegaard’s reasoning here, then the particular practices of faith override any
kind of universal “ethic” that might hinder a person from performing a sacrifice in “good
faith” to God. Of course, Kierkegaard is not suggesting that when it comes to faith that
anything is permissible, and people are free to commit all manner of crimes so long as
they believe they are called to do so by God. What is at stake here, is that there is a
possibility contained in the particularity of faith and its practice that could suspend a
universal ethic, or an ethic of ethics, and what might otherwise be considered violent (the
killing of Isaac) is now not only condoned but undeniably required—for Abraham to
demonstrate that his faith is strong, he must kill Isaac.
Another way of thinking about this it to take the object of the altar itself, the place
of sacrifice. An altar exists only because the precedent for sacrifice exists, without the
concept of sacrifice, there would be no need for the altar. But at the same time, the
existence of the altar now demands sacrifice. The object of the altar requires sacrifice
through its existence since it was created for the purpose of demonstrating one’s faith
through the act of sacrifice. But at the same time, the materiality of the altar exists strictly
because the idea of sacrifice also exists. The altar is the materiality upon which the
intangible ideas of sacrifice and ritual are brought into being through the transcendence
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of the ethical, or the universal idea of ethics in general. Kierkegaard’s analysis of
Abraham’s attempt at the sacrificial killing of Isaac highlights that it was this very event
in which Abraham would willingly kill his son that venerates Abraham as a grand
patriarch of faith. But here is the paradox: it requires faith to believe that Abraham 1) had
a summons from God to kill his son, 2) that his hand was stayed at the last minute by an
angel, and 3) that those telling the story got all the details correct. So, is Abraham the
great patriarch of faith, or does the story of Abraham sustain the teleological suspension
of ethics? I ask these questions here, because the distinctions raised by Kierkegaard
between faith and ethics are critical to understanding the function of current Christian
doctrine since it relies on the preconditions of faith.
The violence inspired by the same kind of radical faith that Abraham
demonstrated in the biblical story is a common, and valid, argument raised against
Christian practice today. However, because the actual understanding of this radical faith
exists in the intangible, we must consider what the suspension of the ethical means before
turning to the illustrations of violence and faith in contemporary settings. To do this, I
turn to the work of philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, specifically his writings on
responsibility and being. While much space could be dedicated to the explication of
Levinas’ “face of the other,” I will focus here on connecting his understanding of
responsibility, being, and beyond being as a kind of “ethic of ethics.” For Levinas, the
ethical relation to the other appears at the moment of encounter. The Other interrupts the
universal understanding of totality and presents an infinite measure of possibility
embodied in the existence of the Other in relation to the self. In Otherwise than Being,
Levinas writes, “being must be understood on the basis of being’s other. To be on the
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ground of signification of an approach is to be with another for or against a third party”
(emphasis in original 16). Very similar to Burke’s theory of identification and division,
Levinas presents an ethical relation to the other that requires identification with the other
through what he calls “the saying.” The saying is substitution for the materiality, it is the
signification of being. Levinas challenges the ontological conditions of being through an
ethic that does not situate the ethical as “good” or “bad” but as a response-ability to
being’s otherness. The response-ability to the other is simply the ability to speak, to
respond and thus create the cut of identification and division between alterities.
Given this explication of the ethical, it is important to notice that Kierkegaard’s
ethic, the one that is teleologically suspended during the act of faith, is an ethic entirely
tied to a universal sense of right and wrong that is much closer to Kant’s categorical
imperative. Levinas, however, presents the ethical as a sense of relationality to the
other—it is the sense in which human agents act in accordance with identification and
division. This strips the action from inherent values of the “ethical” that signify what is
right and just. It puts being into confrontation with the Other. What does this mean, then,
for Abraham’s ethical response-ability to Isaac? It is only because Abraham has an
ethical response-ability to his son Isaac that the act of killing Isaac signifies a great
demonstration of faith in God. In his act of faith to God (an essence beyond being),
Abraham actually acts in accordance with the universal totality—that is the
transcendence of infinity presented by the Other in order to preserve the essence of what
lies beyond being.
All of this is highly theoretical, of course, so to put it into simpler terms let me
offer this description: Abraham is connected to his son Isaac through the process of
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identification, meaning that he sees himself as being with Isaac, meaning being for Isaac,
and to kill Isaac would indeed be a huge personal sacrifice to Abraham. But the sacrifice
is only a sacrifice because of this identification, without the ethical relationality between
Abraham and his son Isaac there is no sacrifice. So, to suspend that ethical relationality
would, in fact, nullify the event as a sacrifice. Therefore, it must be assumed that the
ethical response-ability to the Other (as Levinas describes it) cannot be suspended for the
act of faith, rather, it is the very existence of this ethical responsibility that makes the
killing of Isaac a sacrificial act of faith. What, then, does faith require of us? Would it not
make more sense for God to require a test of faith that did not rely explicitly on the act of
killing?
My main purpose in asking these questions is not to nail down a concrete
definition of faith, but to work toward understanding how experiences of faith
interanimate justifications and interpretations of violence. Burke raises similar questions
in his treatment of Kierkegaard, where he focuses specifically on the move from a
dialectic order to “an ultimate order of terms” (RM 253). Burke’s reading of Kierkegaard
is harsh, to say the least, and perhaps also rooted in his own “trained incapacities,” but he
points to a very specific issue with Fear and Trembling that culminates in the
pathologizing of “the kill.” Burke argues that there is nothing inherently absurd about the
conflict that Abraham faces, writing: “Often the attempt to obey one moral injunction
may oblige us to violate another” (RM 253). So, the ability of Abraham to violate one
moral code (killing) in order to obey another moral code (God’s command to kill) would
not necessarily constitute a huge act of faith; rather, it is the “leap,” the element of
uncertainty wherein Abraham must decide to move from a common principle (do not kill)
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to obey an even larger “principle of principles.” For Burke, this movement signifies the
difference between ethics as such and religion as a unifying principle. Still, what troubles
Burke the most about Kierkegaard’s reading of the biblical story is the fixation on the
kill: “readers, in their awareness that man’s way is through conflict, are invited to think
that the cult of the kill is not a lower morality, but a higher one, even a religious
one…For where personal conflict is solved by the kill, what do you have ultimately but
the man who is at peace with himself only on the battlefield, in the midst of slaughter?”
(RM 254). Burke is, of course, writing in the wake of the Holocaust and attempting to
work through how and why Hitler’s rhetorical appeals to violence where tragically
effective.
While Burke’s critique is extreme, it points to the sublimation of violence for
faith. It is a common trope both within the Bible and in contemporary religious doctrines
to describe suffering as a test of one’s faith. In fact, perhaps a better story for
understanding this trope in the Bible is the death of King David’s son as punishment for
his crimes against Uriah and Bathsheba. iii I explore the story of David and Bathsheba in
greater detail in Chapter 5, but for the purposes of illustrating the type of religious
violence I am dealing with in this chapter, a brief summary of the events will help. David
saw Bathsheba bathing on her roof one night, and he was aroused by her beauty. So, he
had her husband, Uriah, sent to the front lines of battle in hopes that Uriah would be
killed in war leaving Bathsheba free for David’s consumption. This is precisely what
happens, and after David has raped Bathsheba, she has a son. God was not pleased with
these events, though, and he sent His prophet Samuel to tell David that the child would
die as punishment for David’s crimes. David repents and mourns for several days in
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hopes that God will soften to his petitions and let his son live. After the child dies, David
immediately stops his mourning and returns to the temple of the Lord to worship God and
bring sacrifices to Him. When this story is told in churches, David is often celebrated for
remaining faithful to God even though he lost something very precious in the death of his
son. In this case, unlike Abraham, the test of David’s faith resulted in an actual killing of
the son—there was no angelic intervention for the scapegoat. While the stories differ in
that David had, in fact, committed egregious crimes, at its closure the event of tested faith
absolves David from what he had done. But what of the child who was sacrificed? Why
does God require the sacrifice of an innocent figure in both of these instances? Perhaps, a
more important question, is does God require this kind of sacrifice or was the storyteller
supplying meaning to a death? The purpose of these stories is to illustrate the ways in
which violence is deeply connected to the traditions and mythos of religious doctrines in
a general sense.
While I would not attempt to answer any kind of cosmic question concerning why
an allegedly loving God encourages the sacrifice of children in order to prove one’s faith,
I am primarily concerned with these stories because they gesture to the ways in which
religion and violence co-mingle in terms such as sacrifice. The sacrificial ritual is a
permissible violence in religious contexts, to a certain extent. The acceptance of
Abraham’s need to sacrifice his only son raises valid concerns for Burke about the
interpretation, justification, and even veneration of killing. For the purposes of my
project, I am most interested in the process of the scapegoat and how religious discourse,
in general, sets up a meta-rhetoric in the event of faith that not only allows for violence
but in some instances requires it (just think of Jesus on the cross). These two stories bring
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to the foreground the direct links between violence and religious discourse; while,
religious discourse is not inherently violent, the rituals of sacrifice and the elevation of
the scapegoat require distinct acts of violence. Even though the material sacrificial ritual
has been largely removed from contemporary Western Christianity, an adherence to the
doctrine, of the rhetorical effect, of the sacrifice remains central to the belief structure of
Christianity. This raises significant concerns about the justification and even complete
denial, or ignorance of specifically violent acts performed in the name of faith.
In exploring the specific acts of sacrifice contained in the stories about David and
Abraham’s sacrificial crisis, I would like to point out perhaps an obvious connection
between these stories—both David and Abraham are considered patriarchs of Christian
faith. According to Christian genealogy, Christ himself descends from the line of David,
and while David is not listed among the Old Testament Patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob), Paul refers to King David as a patriarch in Acts (2:29).iv Without getting too
mired in the biblical context of the patriarchs, it is important to acknowledge that these
men are known to have direct connection and communication with God and are
considered the “Fathers” of Judeo-Christian faith in a historical sense. Theologian Jon
Levenson writes, “one of the central claims of the biblical tradition about Abraham from
the earliest we can probe is it that the very particular, historical people known as Israel
carries nonetheless a transhistorical, indeed, everlasting identity and message” (17).
When we refer to the system of patriarchy and all that is symbolically attached to it, we
are referring to the ancient, trans-historical identity shaped by these men who are
canonized for their radical faith in the power of God. This gives a new shape to the
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stories concerning Abraham and David’s sacrifices as they gave shape to the very
understanding of the word patriarchy as it is used today.
The examples of patriarchy in religious context extends far beyond what we see
of David and Abraham and, indeed, we rarely think of these specific men when we hear
or use the term patriarchy in everyday settings. The purpose of establishing Abraham and
David as contextual figures for patriarchy is to show that the foundation of patriarchy in
these figures is situated not only in violence, but in an act of faith that nullifies or
transcends, and thus obscures, the violence. This biblical context of patriarchy might
seem to be far removed from how the term patriarchy is used contemporarily, and indeed
the term has certainly come to encapsulate a wider system of masculine violence. We
frequently talk of patriarchy without any mention of the patriarchs themselves. Yet, any
effort to diminish or resist patriarchy benefits from an analysis of its these figures and the
transhistorical connection of patriarchy to Western Christianity. Of course, this analysis
raises the question “Why Christianity?” because, certainly, there are many other religious
doctrines that also contain patriarchs. In the following section, I examine how the
rhetorical practices of Christian doctrines are closely linked to Western consciousness
and secular culture. Despite the reality that much of the linguistic connection is obscured
in our everyday use of religious words, such as patriarchy, the rhetorical significance of
these religious histories informs, or directs the channels for violence, aggression, and
oppression in contemporary US politics.

Rhetorical Sovereignty: Western Christianity and the Project of Colonization
If one needed any persuading that the political structure of the US is deeply wound up
around the doctrines of Christianity, specifically Protestant Christianity, one would need
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look no further than the pledge of allegiance. For decades, children were required to stand
up every morning in their school classrooms, place their hands over their hearts and recite
the line: “One nation, under God, with liberty and justice for all.” While I will not be
offering an explanation or analysis of the pledge of allegiance in this chapter, it is a
substantial example of the unquestioned iterations of Christianity in secular life. I have
distinct memories of parents becoming riled over the schools allowing students to not say
“under God” if they chose to omit this phrase from the pledge. There was outrage over
the restriction of prayer before classes began, so students hosted “See You at the Pole”
rallies, where the churches leading these events welcomed students to come to school
early and pray in a circle around the flagpole (the very one with America’s nationality
streaming red, white, and blue). This was a strong symbol of the unification that
Christianity could produce. Western Christian practice is indelibly inscribed on the
collective consciousness of the Western world, and any attempt to unravel the political
from the spiritual would require an undoing of the entire political structure. This is why
the claim made by Christians that they face daily persecution for their faith is possible:
there is an a priori political precedent for the acceptance of Christianity in social and
cultural norms in the US, and this allows Christians to openly state their alleged
persecutions.
Before moving into the specifics of Christianity in the U.S., though, let me first
elucidate the broader connection to Christian doctrines in Western thought. Philosopher
Jean-Luc Nancy poses this question in his work Dis-Enclosure: “How and to what degree
do we hold to Christianity? How, exactly, are we, in our whole tradition, held by it?”
(139). Nancy admits that this question is perhaps superfluous since one could simply say
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we hold to Christianity because we know that our tradition has been Christian, “that our
source is Christian,” yet the question itself is still obscure since there is not a direct
understanding of what it means to be Christian (139). Nancy argues that this is because
the questions concerning the particularities of Christianity are no longer raised in
philosophy, and this is due in part to the ways in which religion is rhetorically situated in
the everyday—one does not question it because it simply exists as such. In an attempt to
deconstruct Christianity, or really to raise this question of “why Christianity?” Nancy
proposes three axioms. First, that Christianity cannot be separated from the West: “it is
not some accident that befell it…it is coextensive with the West qua West, that is, with a
certain process of Westernization” (142). Second, “that all our thought is Christian
through and through” (142). Third, that to “deconstruct Christianity is to accompany the
West to that limit, to that pass at which the West cannot do otherwise than to let go of
itself in order to continue” (emphasis in original, 143). Taking Nancy’s axioms at a
conceptual starting place for demonstrating how Western consciousness is inextricable
from Christianity, I move toward the most salient example of its interconnectedness:
colonization.
It is commonly understood in the mythos of American history that the pilgrims set
out to find a new world in which they could practice religious freedom. As the story goes,
protestants were suffering a persecution of their faith by European monarchies and the
ties between Church (the Catholic Church) and state. To break free from the system that
oppressed them, Protestants sailed to the New World to establish a space that would
allow them to worship God freely. Historian Ibram Kendi writes, “As dissenters from the
Church of England, Puritans believed themselves to be God’s chosen piece of humanity,
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a special, superior people, and New England, their Israel, was to be their exceptional
land” (16). Of course, the great irony, or dialectic in this story about religious persecution
is that in order to achieve religious freedom, the Puritan colonizers had to oppress and
displace those already living on the land. And under what terms? That the Native
Americans were pagans, unholy, and practicing a sinful religion. For the Puritans,
religious freedom immediately meant freedom to practice Christianity, and the great
mission of colonization became the evangelism of the Native American peoples. This is
the story commonly circulated on the topic of religious freedom in the U.S. and the great
separation of Church and State which was meant to perform wonders for those longing to
freely worship a God of their choosing.
Less commonly known is that papal bulls from the 1400s are part and parcel of
the Christian domination over pagans, or any person who does not worship the God from
the Christian Bible. Peter d’Errico explains this connection in his piece “American Indian
Sovereignty”:
The fact that papal authority is the basis for United States power over
indigenous peoples is not generally understood, even by lawyers who
work with federal Indian law. This is due in large part to the sophistry of
John Marshall, one of the greatest figures in the pantheon of the US
Supreme Court. Marshall borrowed from papal bulls the essential
legalisms needed for state power over indigenous peoples. (239)
The papal bull that d’Errico connects with the material that Marshall draws from comes
from 1493 and encourages all members of the Christian faith “to invade, search out,
capture, vanquish, and subdue all…enemies of Christ wheresoever placed” (239). This
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papal bull goes on to say that in vanquishing the pagans and enemies of Christ, the
conquerors should place them in perpetual slavery, take possession of all their goods, and
use those materials to further the profit of Christianity” (239). In the court case Johnson
vs. McIntosh, Marshall ruled that the Christian principles and civilization that the
Europeans brought to the New World was ample compensation for the land and goods
that the colonizers took from Native American Indians. D’Errico uses this case to show
that the U.S. constitution and all federal law were steeped in Christian supremacy, and
that this Christian supremacy openly denied rights to any person who did not follow the
traditions and customs of Christian practice.
In his famous article on rhetorical sovereignty, Scott Lyons shows the ways in
which power and dominance are entirely dependent on one’s ability to name and
negotiate meaning for themselves. When the boarding schools forced indigenous students
to choose new “white” names, Lyons calls this a cultural violence, one that forces a
person to trade in one identity for another. The notion of sovereignty is an incredibly
religious term, often used to refer to the sovereign nature of God’s power which cannot
be matched by any amount of human power. Yet, who determines the details of God’s
sovereign plans if not those who follow Christ? Lyons even briefly glosses this in his
initial definition of sovereignty where he explains that the origins of the word come from
the French term souverain, which “signified a ruler accountable to no one save himself or
God” (250). This brings us back to the initial dialectic between the intangible and the
material: those with power are the ones whose names for God transcend and dominate
other people groups’ names for God. Lyons’ key argument appears in this kind of
linguistic ability to not only name the material world, but to determine the parameters of
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the intangible: “Rhetorical sovereignty is the inherent right and ability of peoples to
determine their own communicative needs… to decide for themselves the goals, modes,
styles, and languages of public discourse” (449). To dispossess a group of people of their
ability to name themselves and determine the modes of public discourse, the colonizers
relied on the sovereignty of God as the term “God” was another way of saying white,
English speaking purity.
Colonization of the Americas meant first and foremost the conversion of all
pagans to Christianity, and in many instances, such as with the famous preacher Cotton
Mather, the colonizing power truly believed that the deaths and dispossession of the
Native American Indians was a sacrifice required to purify the land and open the path for
a true Christian order. In many senses, the loss of identity, language, lands, and lives of
the ingenious people is still circulated as an unfortunate but necessary sacrifice that
Christian Europeans made to God and God honored them for this with an abundance of
wealth and the birth of the American Dream. Unlike the story of Abraham, there was no
angelic intervention to stay the course of the patriarch taking the life of another in order
to fulfil a divine request of faith. Returning to Nancy’s axioms briefly, the question of
Western consciousness being Christian through and through is dependent on the ability to
name and and to maintain the ideology of Christian supremacy throughout the social
structure. In the next section, I explicate the transformation of terms from the religious
realm into secular culture to show how the rhetorical sovereignty of Christianity
continues to perpetuate the sacrificial crisis for those dispossessed of the ability to name
and engage with God, namely, women.
Religious Patriarchy: “Because Men Hate Women”
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While being interviewed about her book Jane, poet and acclaimed non-fiction author
Maggie Nelson was asked if she ever wondered why gruesome murders, such as her
aunt’s, occur. This is the question at the edge of every gross and incompressible act of
violence. It is similar to asking simply, why do men rape women? Because they can?
That does not feel like enough of a response. I will quote, in full, Nelson’s reflection on
this interview from her autobiographical work The Red Parts, because it reveals the
difficulties attached to asking these kinds of questions:
Does she mean rape-and-murder? Just plain-old, run-of-the-mill men
killing women? Of course, I say… But it doesn’t strike me as the right
question. She doesn’t respond, so I add, the why seems like the obvious
part. Then she zeros in: If it’s so obvious, then tell us, why do they?... The
answer on the tip of my tongue is a curt one: Because men hate women.
But I can’t say that on national TV without coming off as a rabid manhating feminist, nor is it really what I mean. (172)
The impossibility of the question “why do men rape and kill women?” is the root of the
issue at hand. Of course, many have tried to answer it, and indeed, we must keep asking
it. The psychoanalysts have much to say in response—castration anxiety, the Oedipus
complex, sublimation, obsession—but I will echo Nelson here and say that those do not
really get to what I mean. The question is impossible because most answers make us look
like rabid men-hating feminists in our responses. Without over-simplifying the response,
I would like to offer as a possible path through the question (not as a resolution), an
exploration of patriarchy and its connection to Christian ideology.
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As I mention earlier in the chapter, patriarchy is a structure thoroughly tied to
Christianity, even though the transhistorical origins of patriarchy extend outward, back,
forward, and around religious doctrine. But how does patriarchy function and manifest in
the secular social sphere? Are there clear lines, even distinctions between secular
patriarchy and religious patriarchy? In her work The Will to Change, bell hooks has much
to say about the functioning of patriarchy as it connects to violence committed against
women and men: “Patriarchy is the single most life threatening social disease assaulting
the male body and spirit in our nation. Yet most men do not use the word ‘patriarchy’ in
everyday life. Most men never think about patriarchy—what it means, how it is created
and sustained” (17). Of course, hooks acknowledges that the inherent violence of
patriarchy leads to violence committed against women, but she wants her readers to think
about how the roots of patriarchy also create an incredibly hostile world for men, one in
which they are encouraged to act violently. One of hooks main arguments against
patriarchy is that it situates masculinity in opposition to love. Hooks argues that maleness
in patriarchal culture is designed to oppose love. What is deemed “manly” is the
withdrawn, the withholding, and the refusal to be vulnerable or engage in emotional labor
(9-11). Yet, when we look at Christian interpretations of patriarchy, the religious
doctrines therein highly esteem this kind of emotional withdrawal because it allows men
to perform their Godly duties to protect, provide, and lead women without being mired
down by emotional labor.
As a term, patriarchy takes up many meanings, and when it is used in secular
contexts, it conjures images of male domination, oppression, and violence against
women. Mary Daly argues that Christianity is a development of patriarchy: “It cannot be

70

stressed too strongly that the system and the entire conceptual apparatus of Christian
theology, developed under the conditions of patriarchy, have been the products of males
and that in large measure these serve the interests of sexist society” (108). In this reading,
Christianity appears as a specific rendering of already sexist secular society. Yet, in a
later passage, Daly writes, “The myth of feminine evil is a foundation for the entire
structure of phallic Christian ideology. This myth takes on cosmic proportions when the
male’s biased viewpoint is metamorphosed in God’s viewpoint” (115). While it does not
necessarily change much to think which came first—patriarchy or Christianity—the
borrowing of terms between the two realms elucidates the figure of a masculine God, or
of a reality in which God as male figure with just, solemn, vengeful attributes is the
guiding metaphor for male bodies in Christian society.
Patriarchy presents an unbearable and impossible schema for society because it
weighs heavily on both male and female sexed bodies in distinctly different forms.
Christianity enables and encourages the violence of patriarchy through first and foremost
situating the body itself, the flesh, as evil and placing the spirit, or reason/mind, as Godly
in nature. In Unbearable Weight, feminist philosopher Susan Bordo explains: “That
which is not-body is the highest, the best, the noblest, the closest to God; that which is
body is the albatross, the heavy drag on self-realization” (5). This becomes a significant
problem for women’s bodies in particular, because they are situated closely with the
realm of nature, reproduction and the flesh, whereas masculine bodies are quite literally
depicted as divine (i.e., the male God). Whenever I press the question “why male?” in
Christian settings, the responses are immediately heightened and most often I hear
Christians reply by denying the “maleness” of God by claiming that God is a genderless
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being. Well, perhaps this is how it ought to be, yet traditional Christian hymns, the Bible,
colloquial speech about God all continue to deploy masculine pronouns. Whatever case
can be made a gender-free God, the terms for God have been and continue to be
undeniably masculine.
Since masculinity has been attributed with/to the divine God, it stands to reason
that in the dualistic divide between body/spirit or flesh/mind, the masculine also finds
attachment to the realm of spirit and the feminine to the body. Because, as Bordo points
out, divinity and the spirit/mind are the highest states of human existence, the depiction
of women as tied to the body has led to unpleasant representations of femininity in
general. Bordo argues:
These depictions of women as continually and actively luring men to
arousal (and, often, evil) work to disclaim male ownership of the body and
its desires. The arousal of those desires is the result of female
manipulation and therefore is the woman's fault. This construction is so
powerful that rapists and child abusers have been believed when they have
claimed that five-year-old female children ‘led them on.’ (6)
Because women’s bodies have been pejoratively attached to the weaknesses of flesh and
all the sins and vices likely to lure men into sin, the dismembering and killing of
women’s bodies in the Bible is not at all an uncommon practice. For instance, in the book
of Judges Chapter 19, there is a story of an important man from the Levite tribe traveling
home with his wife. The group stops for a night in a nearby town to rest and spend the
night with a man there. Strangers come in the night demanding to have sex with the male
guest, and the owner of the house offers his virgin daughter and his concubine (sex slave)
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to the crowd. When they refuse, the owner simply sends outs his concubine to the crowd
where she is raped and beaten all night. In the morning, the owner finds her dead on his
doorstep and cuts her body into pieces to be sent out to the various tribes of Israel. The
story of Lot offering his daughters to a mob of men demanding to have sex with his
guests was made famous by Derrida and Levinas, but for different reasons. In any case,
there is no shortage of these representations of women’s bodies throughout the Bible.
In the book of Proverbs alone, there are dozens of passages warning young men
against the seductive words of evil women. For example, in Proverbs 7: “Say to wisdom,
‘You are my sister,’ and to insight, ‘You are my relative.’ They will keep you from the
adulterous woman, from the wayward woman with her seductive words” (NIV). In case
these seems to be an archaic, literary treatment of women, these verses are frequently
brought to the fore in contemporary teachings that highlight the importance of developing
Godly discernment and wisdom. When searching for the bible passages that depict
women as adulterous and actively trying to lead men away from God, the first article that
appears, titled “Evil Women and Bad Wives” is hosted on website called Bible Reasons.
The author of this article, Fritz Chery, writes: “Evil women will cause Christian men to
compromise and sin. They are on the wrong path and will bring you down with them.
Beware! In every nice-sized church there are worldly women put there by Satan to trap
godly men.” This article was published on December 3rd, 2020, and it opens with this
warning: “Scripture lets us know to stay away from evil women. They are greedy,
rebellious, un-submissive, wicked, adulterous, gossiping, slandering, and sexually
immoral women. Bad wives and evil women in the Bible have done great damage such as
lead Solomon astray, betray Samson, and order the killing of John the Baptist” (para 1).
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I return to issues concerning “evil women” and bad wives in Chapter 5 where I
analyze the canonization of sexual violence and rape in religious and secular contexts.
For now, I would like to shift the focus of the chapter to hopeful possibilities for sacred
space. Religious discourse has been elevated in our cultural ideation through a
heteronormative, white, masculine framework. Many of the issues concerning violence,
sacrifice, domination, and rape emerge from the deep connections between patriarchy and
religious practice. Yet, sacred space does not necessitate violence, hierarchy and
domination. These concerns sneak in, or as Burke argues, are carried back and forth
between secular patriarchal heteronormativity and religion to create hostile divisions that
disenfranchise marginalized people. As my conclusion to this chapter, I offer a possibility
for sacred futurity that restores possibilities for faith through a queering of spiritual space.
Queering Spiritual Space: Sexuality and the Utopia of “Beyond”
The queering space and time is one significant and continuously emerging feature of
queer theory (Halberstam; Muñoz; Ahmed). Queer scholar, José Esteban Muñoz writes
extensively on the importance of imagining queerness as a futurity and thinking through a
modality of “queer utopianism” that hopes for practices of queerness not yet brought into
being (3). Muñoz writes, “To see queerness as horizon is to perceive it as a modality of
ecstatic time in which the temporal stranglehold that I describe as straight time is
interrupted or stepped out of” (32). Straight time imposes a linearity on the body that cuts
it away, defines it, and rations it out into tidy historical interpretations. Borrowing from
Halberstam, Muñoz urges us to have hope in a queerness that resists assimilation into
straight time and straight modes of being. In Queer Spiritual Spaces, queer theorist Sally
Munt writes, “Spirituality, like the current approaches to understanding space, is seen as
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dynamic and interactive, often perceived as an ultimate entity venerated by a ‘seeker’, but
also as organic, as a substance that one can grow” (emphasis in original, 8). Munt puts
this conception of the spiritual in contrast to ideas of religion which she describes here:
“Religion is habitually understood as the outward, organized expression of an inner
spirituality, but it can also be read as opposed to spirituality and criticized for being
obdurate, institutionalized and chiefly archived in ritual customs preserved inside archaic,
designated and patriarchal sacred spaces” (9). Religion is sociological constructed, but
the spiritual, for Munt, resists social ossification and ritualized practice.
Sacred spaces and queer spirituality also resist assimilationist methods for
LGBTQ+ bodies. Thinking of the spiritual along the lines of the sublime, or of Burkean
transcendence (which differs from Hegelian transcendence), a liminal and undefined
ecstasy uniquely different from Western Christian religious practices. Munt writes,
“Sexualities and gender – their diversities, and categories shorthanded here to LGBTQI –
exceed the limits of their categorization. Like spirituality, sexual and gender difference
contains something of the beyond of human experience; although understood as a shared
epistemology, sexual desires are stubbornly unfixed to nomenclature and the
classificatory urges beloved of some social science researchers” (17). This understanding
of sexuality as beyond human comprehension relies on an established conception of the
spiritual as something unfixed in time and space, as “dynamic and interactive” but also
“organic, as a substance one can grow” (8). Religion, as Munt argues, should be
understood sociologically, as a system of prescribed morality containing doctrines and
rules for righteous living according to the particular subset of theism contained in its
structure. For instance, within evangelical Christianity, the religious structure is heavily
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tied to the script of the Bible as a basic set of rules for morality, and these texts operate
sociologically to determine a morality used to guide social and culture practice writ large.
As a sociological structure, then, religion (as opposed to spirituality) functions to
create a type of “sameness” in which all beings are held to a specific set of moral codes
and in the moment that these codes instigate a level of “sameness” for all humans, they
also set up the grounds for “the Other.” Levinas is best known for his theories on
responsibility (response-ability) and the imperative to respond, or host, the Other. For
Levinas, the response to the Other, the one who is unlike us, presents an Ethics of
ethics—when faced with the choice of how to respond to the Other, the imperative to
respond is unavoidable, presenting a situation in which the Ethical (or Ethics of ethics) is
conceived. Important to this discussion is the very idea of Otherness and Sameness.
When presented with sexuality that deviates from the established norm (i.e., heterosexual
marriage), one has no choice but to respond to the interruption of sameness. Levinas says
that when faced with the response-ability to the Other, one has two options to speak or to
kill. Turning away is a response in which one would try not to kill—the urge to kill the
Other is an urge to avoid the traumatic encounter of otherness so that one could go on
one’s merry way with nothing to worry about. The drive to destroy the Other is a drive to
remove the infinite alterity one encounters in the face of the Other. But the Other is
always already the indestructible that cannot be destroyed—one could take out the
phenomenon but not the infinite alterity. Neither annihilation nor re-figuration will rid
one of the infinite alterities. Levinas’s theory of infinite alterity found in the Other
provides an important frame for understanding the homophobic hatred firmly established
in religious discourse. Because purity, especially sexual purity, is predicated on the
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concept that the natural and divine ordering of bodies is heterosexual marriage, queerness
presents an unfathomable alterity requiring response. Often, the response manifests in the
urge to destroy the Other via conversion, a conversion back to sameness found in Christ’s
salvation.
As Levinas argues, it is incredibly important to hold on to what one does not
understand and cannot understand. We often dismiss the phenomenon of the Other
because the Other is a disturbance that can easily be ignored through non-response; but
even non-response is a response. So, then the trauma of what you experienced is washed
away. However, Levinas is saying that it is vital to “pick up” the interruption, to
complicate it rather than turn away and let the moment of alterity wash away. Of course,
this is incredibly difficult work, but there are, in fact, many spiritual spaces
contemplating and complicating ossified religious patterns. In these spaces, there is a
form of utopian hope that the world might be otherwise for queer bodies and for
marginalized groups. It is the space of possibility for communion and even
consubstantiation with the Other. While this space may never see the material
manifestation of this utopic idea, what is significant is the work itself, the staying with
alterity and the contemplation of disturbances.
In the following chapters, I take these broader religious concerns as a
foregrounding for examining the specific rhetorical patterns of heterosexism,
reproductive violence, and sexual and domestic violence. Chapter 3 offers an analysis of
the “ex-gay” movement in the US and the specifically religious violence enacted against
queer bodies. Chapter 4 moves into an exploration of reproductive politics in the US,
outlining the ways in which purity rhetorics interact with pro-life political positions.
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Then, I begin Chapter 5 with an explication of biblical rape narratives to contextualize
the utilization of sexual violence in Christianity. In this chapter, I explore contemporary
versions of rape narratives through an instance where 34 women reported experiences of
sexual assault from prominent religious leaders, Bill Gothard and his multimillion-dollar
organization, the Institute in Basic Life Principles. The chapter opens with an illustration
of the adulterous woman, a figure prominently featured in the Old Testament to warn
young women against willful women. Using the figure of the adulterous and willful
woman, I argue for a feminist theology that liberates women from purity rhetorics
through a critical opening and centering of bodily experiences as religious practice. The
themes from both this chapter and the following chapters interanimate one another to
provide a clear understanding of the social ordering of religion and purity rhetorics that
subjugate non-straight, non-male bodies as well as possibilities for resistance, restoration,
and (I dare use a religious term here) hope.

i

I use the terms motives here in a Burkean manner, pointing to how language goads beings to certain
actions over others. It is not to suggest that there are a specific set of motivating factors involved in purity
rhetorics (even though those exist), but rather to point to the way that religious language facilitates the use
of purity rhetorics.
ii
“Pure” is being used by Arendt not as a colloquialism for “good” but as a form of unadulterated matter,
pure in the sense that no other idea or entity is linked to the substance.
iii
See 2 Samuel, chapter 11 for David and Bathsheba’s full story.
iv See Acts 2:29: “Fellow Israelites, I can tell you confidently that the patriarch David died and was
buried, and his tomb is here to this day.”
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CHAPTER 3
ALTARED SEXUALITY: "EX-GAY" MINISTRIES UTILIZATION OF PURITY
AND MORALISM
“Sexuality was carefully confined; it moved into the home...
On the subject of sex, silence became the rule.”
– Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Vol. 1
From 2001 to 2013, Alan Chambers led the largest “ex-gay” organization, Exodus
International. In 2013, Chambers resigned as president and released an apology to the
public for the harm that he had caused by promoting the use of conversion therapy in his
ministries. At the time that Chambers stepped down, Exodus International had already
accrued over 250 smaller, offshoot ministries, many of which are still functioning today.
One of these organizations, Exodus Global Alliance, states that it is an “organization
helping people affected by homosexuality and promoting the message that faith in Christ
and a transformed life is possible for people who experience same-sex attractions and
people involved in homosexual relationships—possible through the transforming power
of Jesus Christ” (“About”). It is perhaps unsurprising to hear homosexuality framed by an
evangelical ex-gay ministry as an affliction that the body undergoes. Historically,
dominant versions of Western Christianity position homosexuality as a sin, or, rather, as a
disease that Christians are morally obligated to combat through spiritual practice.
Sexuality is a central concern for Christian audiences because many evangelicals
believe that one’s sexual and reproductive practices are a form of honoring God and
furthering the beauty of God on earth. Because the heterosexual couple is believed to
replicate God’s plans for human connection, homosexuality is articulated as a deviance
from spiritual fulfilment. Essentially, the church has been figured as the “bride of Christ”
(this is a basic theological understanding in evangelicalism), and God becomes the
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“husband” figure who saves the bride from being condemned. Marriage between a male
sexed body and a female sexed body, then, represents literal salvation from hell. To sate
it simply: the discursive formation of homosexuality poses the most significant threat to
the guiding metaphor, the foundation, of the entire evangelical belief structure. If the
heterosexual couple is not the only, or even the primary, conduit for desire and love, the
entire principle of God’s salvation becomes obsolete. Purity rhetorics frame
homosexuality as an experience of “same-sex attraction,” or the experience of sexual
desire for members of the same biological sex. In framing homosexuality as an
experience rather than an orientation, purity culture situates queerness as an
epistemological decision process rather than an ontological state of being, meaning that
individuals choose to explore homosexuality as a perversion of compulsory
heterosexuality. In other words, purity culture defines homosexuality as a perversion of
God’s design for bodies sexed as male and female in a biological essentialist framework.
People who identify as LGBTQ+ are required to wrestle with their sexuality as a
deviation from godly sexuality. Within purity culture, only heterosexual, chaste bodies
can operate as conduits of God’s divine plan for humanity—reproduction. Those on the
discursive limitations of compulsory heterosexuality are always already outside the
boundaries of purity, marked as sexually deviant because their queer sexuality threatens
the foundational discourse of the church.
That Christianity has an extensive homophobic past goes without saying.
Everyone is familiar with the trope of the evangelical missionary passing out tracts
against homosexuality or the famous image of the fundamentalists shouting on street
corners with signs that read “God hates fags.” The origins and manifestations of these
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discourses on homosexuality and what Foucault calls the “Christian pastoral,” date back
centuries, and they are deeply tied to the same Victorian ideologies that promote sexual
chastity and uphold women as the moral caretakers of men. In the History of Sexuality
Vol. 1, Foucault explicates these connections by arguing that it was not censorship of sex,
taboos, or prohibitions on sexual intimacy that proliferated control over sexual bodies.
“One had to speak of [sex] as of a thing to be not simply condemned or tolerated, but
managed, inserted into systems of utility, regulated according to optimum,” Foucault
writes, “Sex was not something to be simply judged; it was a thing one administered”
(24). One such system of utility is, of course, procreation, and the primacy of
reproduction has historically been a topic of concern for Christians throughout the past
two centuries. On the surface, chastity appears to reinforce certain prohibitions about sex;
further, on a deeper level, abstinence rhetorics are part of the need to control sexed
bodies. Within this hierarchy, it is essential for bodies to follow patterns of sexuality
prescribed by the state, meaning the systems of utility, the administration of sex toward
reproducing. At the top of this hierarchy, then, resides the heterosexual couple. Foucault
argues that the heterosexual couple is the most regulated, the one that has the most
involvement with the state apparatus, and in terms of Christianity, this couple comes to
symbolize God’s relationship with humans. This position is both one of privilege and one
of constant surveillance. In this idealized structure of the heterosexual, Christian couple,
the forms of purity rhetorics form a tapestry of normativity, centering heterosexual sex as
the only form of sex acceptable in society.
In my established archive of purity texts, rallies, and pledges, an underlying
assumption is that purity is reserved only for those who identify as heterosexual, or for
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those who are actively combatting their “struggle” with same-sex attraction.
Heterosexuality is both a prerequisite for one to claim sexual purity, and an ontological
assumption of the person pledging sexual purity. That is, even if a person who identified
as LGBTQ+ waited until marriage to engage in sexual intimacy, they would still be seen
as deviant, dirty, and practicing sexual sin. Sexual purity is reserved exclusively for
heterosexuals. One prominent purity culture text, Every Young Woman’s Battle, offers an
afterword for those readers who find themselves struggling to be straight. Shannon
Ethridge, the author, encourages her readers who struggle with same-sex attraction (the
sanctioned way to address homosexuality) to seek support for their issues by visiting the
Exodus site and connecting with ministers who will help them recover their heterosexual
desire. Unlike this overt heterosexist approach, most purity culture texts do not explicitly
address concerns over homosexuality, as we will see, because the ontological assumption
about a reader who desires to achieve purity is that they are always already heterosexual.
In the context of evangelical purity, queer bodies cannot also be pure bodies.
The heteronormative constructions of bodies within Christianity are deeply tied to
ideologies of purity in a more generalized pattern. The notion of purity is predicated on
the construction of social taboo, or taboo in general. Acclaimed anthropologist Mary
Douglas argues that “taboo protects the local consensus on how the world is organized. It
shores up wavering certainty” (xi). Taboo is not simply something that is off limits to
society; it actually revels the limitations, or boundaries, of a society. It is not necessary to
recount the long history of Christianity and sexual taboo, but sexual taboo is perhaps an
obvious starting point for understanding how evangelical purity culture imposes
heterosexist concepts of sexual impurity and deviance. Douglass explains that “many
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ideas about sexual dangers are better interpreted as symbols of the relation between parts
of society, as mirroring designs of hierarchy or symmetry which apply in the larger social
system” (4). So, in a society oriented around heterosexuality, the symbols of purity
circulate as markers for straight bodies, in which the structure of purity situates bodies in
a sexual culture that mirrors a larger structure of heterosexist sovereignty.
In the archive of purity literature and events, what is forged and reinforced
throughout is the straight, normative line for bodies. The archive itself does not so much
offer insight for queer bodies as it focuses on prescribing a straight line of purity, or,
rather, a method of purity meant only for the heterosexual body. When queerness does
appear in the texts, it appears as an affliction of sexuality, one that negatively effects
queer bodies as well as straight bodies. Homosexuality is conceived and presented only
as a disease to society—a disease that Jesus can cure through his life-transforming power.
The archive, in this sense, presents a terministic screen of straightness: a way of seeing
bodies that denies any other possible way of seeing bodies. Kenneth Burke describes the
function of terministic screens in Language as Symbolic Action as a necessary function of
language since we cannot say anything about the world without the use of certain sets of
terms. He writes: “Even if any given terminology is a reflection of reality, by its very
nature as a terminology it must be a selection of reality” (45). What is often overlooked
in the evocation of Burke’s terministic screen theory is that there is no way out of using
terms that distort reality through selecting, reflecting, and deflecting attention and power.
Burke explains: “we must use terministic screens since we can’t say anything without the
use of terms; whatever terms we use they necessarily constitute a responding kind of
screen” (50). The terminology of straightness covers the archive of purity literature,
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making the path of purity one that can only be followed by straight bodies. The selection
of sexual reality distorts sexuality so that queerness is pathologized as deviance; yet I will
argue that deviance can provide another form of liberation for the nonnormative body.
Terministic screens, for Burke, are also intricately tied to his concept of
“logology,” which he elaborates as a systematic study of symbolic action in general.
Burke explains that the terministic screen is a “purely secular problem,” but the concept
of logology, as words about God, provides an application of how terministic screens
function as lenses that select, deflect, distort, and contort the reality of lived experiences.
Logology describes the systematic study of theological terms not to determine their “truth
or falsity,” but to elucidate the “forms of language. That is, the tactics involved in the
theologian’s ‘words about God’ might be studied as ‘words about words’” (Symbolic 47).
The methodological bridge between words about God and words about words is found in
the Gospel of John, which clearly states: “In the beginning was the word, and the Word
was God and the Word was with God.” On many levels, as Burke points out, this tie
between language and divinity represents the range of symbolic action that stretches
between religious and secular contexts. The terministic screen, then, does not simply
function as a layer of text that determines a variety of unique “ways of seeing” (although,
it certainly does accomplish this); is interchangeable with logological understandings of
lived experiences. As I analyze in this chapter, the logological ties between sexuality and
the Bible are stretched to determine, inform, and “act” within the world as screens for
what is permissible and deviant behavior. In the case of homosexuality, the “terministic”
or “logological” application of the Bible is closely tied to the notions of heterosexual
sexual purity, with evangelical ministries often employing the exact same Bible passages
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to deny the sanction of queer sexuality that they use to establish the practice of
heterosexual chastity. The caveat here is that within heterosexual dynamics, once people
achieve the status of marriage, their sexuality no longer need be denied. Homosexuality,
on the other hand, is always already deviant, making holy matrimony, and therefore,
sexual intercourse completely off limits to queer bodies.
Establishing that evangelical purity utilizes a terminology of sexuality that applies
exclusively to straight bodies—those bodies that are already presumed to be pure under
heteronormative power—this chapter aims to open and probe how notions of sexual
purity play into the rhetorics of conversion therapy and the pathologizing of
homosexuality. When filtered through the terministic screen of purity, sexuality in
general is always slightly pathologized as the concept of the “pure body” implies sexual
chastity, or at the very most, sexual intercourse purified by marriage through the blood of
Christ. To look at the tropes of pathologizing queer sex, first, I examine the organization
of Exodus Global Alliance as an example of how conservative evangelicalism situates
homosexuality as a sin and “same-sex” attraction as an affliction or dis/ease of the body.
Then, I analyze several articles published by the Southern Baptist Press addressing
homosexuality. In analyzing the materials from the SBC Press’s archive, I show how this
organization has historically positioned homosexuality as both a personal, bodily
“disease” and as a social affliction that allegedly harms communities and families on a
large scale.
Exodus Global Alliance and the Southern Baptist Convention are not the only
examples of how Christian institutions approach homosexuality, and it is important to
note that many denominations have taken clear positions of support for LGBTQ+
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communities. However, there is still a deep history of homonegativity/homophobia
attached to and embedded within the religious understandings of non-heterosexual bodies
and this history is, in turn, also attached to the general pathologizing of queerness at
larger social levels. My goal is not to show that all evangelical structures impose
heteronormativity, but that there is a deep, systemic connection to heterosexism that
enables large numbers of evangelicals to practice heterosexism. I start the analysis of
purity culture and homosexuality by looking first at the pathologizing of homosexuality
and a history of conversion therapy as a religious response to the cultural pathologizing
of queer orientations. Following this, I examine the ties between purity rhetorics and antigay movements through analyzing how both camps address issues of sexuality. Through
this analysis, I ultimately argue that the casuistic stretching of terms used by both purity
rhetorics and anti-gay activist groups contributes to the sexual politics of Western
Christianity, sustaining systems of violence against Othered bodies.

Evangelical Conversion Therapy and Sexual Violence
Any examination of the pathologizing of sexuality must begin with a general
understanding of how sexual orientation is predicated on division and identification.
Suffering, in a general sense, is part of the human condition that cannot be avoided, and
in many ways, it is a unifying experience that others can identify with and come to have
some shared knowledge of one another. Because homosexuality is always already taboo
in the Christian lexicon, the only possible route to identification with bodies that are not
heterosexual (or bodies that are not the norm), is through the process of pathologizing the
difference and situating that difference as affliction and illness. Illness, pain, and
suffering have, within recent history, been placed under terminologies that situate bodily
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life as politically sanctioned. Essayist Elaine Scarry writes, “the relative ease or difficulty
with which any given phenomenon can be verbally represented also influences the ease
or difficulty with which that phenomenon comes to be politically represented” (12). The
issue of pain and bodily affliction are closely tied to social and political life. In agreement
with current material feminist scholarship, while bodies are not purely constructed
socially, bodily life is still closely knit with political and social constructions.
Historical and contemporary Christian approaches to the afflicted body utilize a
lens of seeing the body as the flesh that burdens believers, tempting them to sin.
Throughout the Old and New Testament, afflicted bodies were treated as dangerous to the
health of the community. Menstruating women and people suffering from leprosy were
removed from their homes and communities and were forced to live in isolation on the
outskirts of society. Marie Griffith contextualizes this social taboo as a practice that has
recently resurfaced:
Tropes on the order of purity and peril, virtue and vulnerability, for
instance, have recurrently surfaced as Christians—along with the cultures
they have helped to shape—wrestle with competing prototypes of the
body. Within that tradition the flesh serves as a conduit of grace and
temple of the holy spirit as well as an unruly repository for sin, temptation,
and defilement. (“Born Again” 6)
The body of the believer would still, of course, wrestle with sin, but a determination of
what constitutes “sin” versus bodily affliction is at the center of understanding the
politics of the queer body for evangelical believers.
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Conversion narratives are central to the functioning of Evangelicalism. At the
core of evangelical belief is the understanding that one must abdicate former lifestyles of
debauchery in order to find peace with God through Christ. A denial of the flesh is
essential to the conversion process in so far as it purifies one and prepares one for a
relationship with Christ that is fitting. In this frame, then, sexual orientation must be
brought under the banner of holiness via conversion to God’s teachings and practices.
Psychologist Douglas Haldeman reports: “it has been noted that the vast majority of those
seeking sexual orientation change because of internal conflict have strong religious
affiliations” (693). Haldeman is referencing here those who actively seek conversion to
heterosexual orientation of their own volition, meaning they wish to be made straight
based on their religious alignments and free from coercion from authority figures, such as
church leaders or religious parents. Many of the stories from Exodus Alliance indicate
these trends in individuals seeking heterosexual orientations and then sharing the
emotional journey they undertook in order to be made clean, or, if you will, to become
pure. It is perhaps worth pointing out that the construction of pureness, or what is
considered sacred in terms of the sexual, is always already heterosexual, this being the
orientation handed down from the heavens in Genesis.
In contemporary conversations about sexuality, Christians have taken varied
approaches to what is permissible, holy, pure, and so on. While some Christian
organizations and denominations openly support and affirm queer orientations, others
outright reject homosexuality as a chosen sexual identity under the premise that
homosexuality is a sexual perversion. Still others fall at various points between these two
poles with some saying that people do not choose sexual orientation, but that those who
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experience “same-sex attraction” should deny their desires to have sexual intimacy with
same-sex partners. Some articulations on this spectrum argue that homosexuality is a
perversion that one develops, but it does not necessarily mean that those people are
barred from experiencing sexual purity so long as they are willing to remain celibate for
life. What these perspectives all have in common, though, is a staunch belief in the
logological structure of the Bible to provide answers to the “gay problem.” In this slew of
Christian voices weighing in on queer bodies enters the ex-gay movement. The ex-gay
movement actively works toward conversion therapy for queer bodies to return to
straightness and the “ordinary” heterosexual lifestyle designed by God.
It was not until 1973 that the American Psychiatric Association (APA)
declassified homosexuality as a mental disorder (Morrow and Beckstead, 2004). In the
years following that declassification, many religious organizations created alternative
routes for “healing” the problem of same-sex attraction, giving rise to what is more
commonly known as conversion therapy. More popular forms of conversion therapy do
not necessarily entail physical treatment, such as electric shock therapy, but rather it
attempts to heal the individual at a spiritual and emotional level and thereby eradicate the
need for physical treatment. Pop culture provides a variety of representations for these
conversion therapy ideas, most of them somewhat harmless and often with some sort of
resolution that discredits the notion of changing someone’s sexual orientation. For
instance, the popular television show Will and Grace aired an episode in 2017 where one
of the main characters, Jack, learns that his grandson has been sent to a camp called
“Straighten Arrow” to be made “normal” (that is to be converted to heterosexuality). Jack
and Will go to visit Skip at Camp Straighten Arrow and convince Skip to leave,
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promising him that Skip’s sexuality is normal and accepted. Skip’s father shows up at the
end of the episode as a conservative Texan, gunslinger, the exact stereotype of the father
who sends his child to a camp to receive counseling that will make him straight.
The problem with these kinds of representations is that they obscure the real
violence of conversion therapy, making it appear campy and humorous, run by
backwoods rural conservatives with the main characters usually finding resolution and
peace in their queer sexuality. While these representations certainly carry some weight,
the darker side of conversion or reparative ideology manifests in practices like electric
shock therapy (somewhat famously advocated for by Vice President Pence) and
corrective rape. This specific form of sexual violence is a hate crime typically perpetrated
by heterosexual men on lesbian women to “make them straight” or convert them to
heterosexuality (Doan-Minh, 167). Many of the studies on corrective rape focus on the
gang rapes occurring in South Africa (Brown, 2012; Martin, 2009; Hunter-Gault, 2015)
where these cases continue to grow, but significant work has also been done on this form
of hate crime in the US as well. Sarah Doan-Minh argues that it is easy to assume that
hate crimes perpetrated against LGBTQ+ people are isolated to “less civilized,” war-torn
countries that have less progressive LGBTQ+ laws, but “this assumption ignores the
sexual violence that has happened and continues to happen around the world in
apparently civilized countries” (168). Doan-Minh points out that when cases involving
sexual violence perpetrated against LGBTQ individuals are tried in the U.S. the details
concerning sexual orientation are often not considered as substantial evidence of a hate
crime resulting in a diminished understanding of homophobic violence at play. Corrective
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rape is certainly an extreme manifestation of hate against LGBTQ+ individuals, but in
many ways, it reveals the violence inherent in conversion ideologies.
Corrective rape is an obviously violent form of conversion therapy, and many
advocates for conversion therapy would decry the practice of physical and sexual
violence as a route to putting individuals on the straight and narrow path to Christ. Even
so, it cannot be ignored that the ideological underpinnings of homophobia in evangelical
reparative/conversion narratives operates under the same guiding logics as corrective
rape, that is to say, that any person who is not straight can choose to be straight or can be
made to be straight under the right religious conditions. The rhetorics of conversion in a
general sense (that is the conversion from being an unrepentant sinner to being a
Christian, the conversion from paganism to holiness and so on) are elemental to the
structure of Western Christianity. These ideologies of conversion support the current
structure of the ex-gay movement, a movement that began as an evangelical response to
the rise of LGBTQ+ rights movements in the early 1970s.
Today, the ex-gay movement thrives under the logics of conversion but has
shifted concentration to accepting LGBTQ+ individuals as long as they plan to abstain
from the practice of their sexuality. In other words, the current version of the ex-gay
movement requires nothing more or less than what it requires of young unmarried
women: celibacy. As long as LGBTQ+ individuals agree to remain celibate for life and
forego sexual intimacy or any kind of romantic partnership, they are accepted in
(progressive) evangelical churches; indeed, they are often held up as beacons of hope for
all LGBTQ+ people, a symbol of what is possible as long as one is willing to sacrifice
bodily life to follow Christ. Of course, the issue of celibacy is more complicated than that

91

and requires a closer examination around the centrality of marriage both inside and
outside religious rhetorics. Jennifer Miller published an article in 2017 titled “Queering
the Virgin” in which she contends: “Queer scholars and activists are often quick to
critique the lesbian and gay clamoring for marriage equality as assimilatory—
homonormative. The issues many queer theorists have with marriage equality pivot
around the assimilationist impulse at the core of a politics of inclusion that requires an
‘other’ to solidify the center” (34). Marriage is still, ultimately, an economic and
capitalistic machine that reinforces a control of sexual politics centered around moral
issues extending beyond sexual orientation. Miller goes on to explain that the clamoring
for marriage equality can also be used as a tool of heterosexism, saying:
However, I see this queer exceptionalism, for better or worse, appropriated
by the queer haters, who are, perhaps, the queer makers. After all, if
queerness is under attack in America today it is not by the religious right
who would deny newly married same-sex couples cake, but the
progressive heterosexuals shoving wedding cake down their throats” (34)
Concerns about compulsory heterosexuality are not limited to ensuring that samesex couples have access to the same affordances of heterosexual couples. Rather, queer
world-making takes up all kinds of radical possibilities for sexuality, romance, and
intimacy that move beyond the logics of marriage and reproduction.
Of course, it is important to acknowledge that the ex-gay movement initially
focused on eradicating homosexual orientation from individuals entirely, but here I would
like to focus on the power structure of conversion theology. The best example of this
pervasive ideology appears in the massive Exodus International ministry founded in the

92

1970s. The ex-gay movement suffered a severe loss when Alan Chambers, leader of the
largest ex-gay ministry in the US (Exodus International) denounced conversion therapy
and publicly apologized to the LGBTQ+ community for the harm he had inflicted on
non-straight bodies through his practice at Exodus. Other ex-gay movements were quick
to respond in 2013 to this announcement, stating that they remained committed to the
calling of Christ to preach the (straight) gospel and stand against the sin of
homosexuality. Exodus Global Alliance is one of these ministries that remains steadfast
in its commitment to ministering to believers who struggle with same-sex attraction. And
this struggle against “same-sex attraction” is the basis for the heterosexist approach to the
queer body as an afflicted body. Tied to Scarry’s theory about the impossibility of
expressing bodily pain, the queer body is seen as one denied the verbal representation of
bodily life because their sexuality is sanctioned as affliction—not unlike the dirty
menstruating woman or the body suffering leprosy in the biblical world. Because these
bodies are denied verbal representation, they are also denied political representation. This
is reinforced by testimonies of evangelicals who wrestle with the “affliction” of
homosexuality living in their bodies.
When Exodus International shut down in 2013, many organizations doubled down
on their efforts to “stop the spread” of homosexuality. Exodus Global Alliance quickly
released a statement days after Exodus International shut down making it abundantly
clear that the two organizations carried out different forms of approaching the sin of
homosexuality. In their statement, Exodus Global Alliance claims: “The recent
announcements and actions of Exodus International do not represent the mission of
Exodus Global Alliance. Exodus Global Alliance continues to believe that Jesus Christ
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came to do that which we cannot do for ourselves” (“About Exodus”). Exodus Global
Alliance uses rhetorical omission in this announcement to make a statement that while
Exodus International “gave up” on converting people out of homosexuality, Exodus
Global Alliance remains steadfast in their commitment to help homosexuals be
transformed into straightness. Exodus Global Alliance’s mission statement, which I quote
in full here, clearly reflects its position on homosexuality as a sexual perversion and as a
bodily sin that can be overcome through the power of Christ:
Exodus Global Alliance is a world-wide Christian organization helping
people affected by homosexuality and promoting the message that faith in
Christ and a transformed life is possible for people who experience samesex attractions and people involved in homosexual relationships - possible
through the transforming power of Jesus Christ. Exodus provides Christian
hope and help to people affected by homosexuality; teaching those who
respond to homosexuals with ignorance and fear about God’s love and
grace; and teaching those who uphold homosexuality as a valid orientation
about God’s Lordship and holiness. These two extremes fail to convey the
fullness of redemption found in Jesus Christ, a gift that is available to all
who commit their life and their sexuality to Him. In addition to directly
helping people through our member ministries, Exodus Global Alliance
works to motivate and equip Christians and churches in their role of
restoring sexual wholeness to men and women who desire to overcome
their homosexuality. We assist local church leaders in dealing pastorally
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with issues related to homosexuality. And we come alongside new and
developing ministries to nurture their growth. (“About Exodus”)
Conversion theology, as seen in this mission statement, reifies the notion of queerness as
affliction by making the material reality of queer sexuality appear as ideological and,
therefore, malleable. In the first sentence, homosexuality is positioned as something that
affects bodies or as something that afflicts bodies, meaning that it is also possible to
eradicate that affliction through the remarkable power of Jesus Christ. Similar to the
reification of purity, ex-gay conversion theology positions the material existence of the
sexual body as an ideological construction that can be dealt with via the blood of Christ.
The testimonies of ex-gays who received counsel from Exodus Global Alliance
illustrate how these transformation teachings have helped them recover their lost
straightness, further reinforcing the idea that homosexuality is a bodily sin that can be
tamed. Oscar Galindo, one of the featured testimonies found on Exodus Global Alliance,
eagerly tells his audience that he spent six months translating a book called Counseling
the Homosexual by Michael Saia from English to Spanish. Galindo writes, “Now I have
the freedom to share about this journey of restoration and declare that it is possible to
come out of homosexuality, but the best way to do it and the primary thing to do is to
establish a personal, intimate, deep, permanent, daily relationship with our Creator.”
Similar to the young women surrendering their sexual desire to the Lord, this testimony
espouses that God can make the sexual body free from the traps of sexuality as long as
one continues to inundate themselves with the deep, personal, daily relationship with
Christianity’s Jesus.
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The first-person testimonies featured on Exodus Global Alliance illustrate the
lives of Christians who wrestled with same-sex attractions and urges for years of their life
before turning to God and surrendering their sexual body. Shirley Basket writes in her
testimony about a prolonged period of her life where she pursued other women as an
estrangement from God: “I was well aware that I was walking away from God and over
the next few months I can distinctly remember losing my joy as my laughter became
hollow” (“The Woman who Outran the Devil”). Basket gives many examples of failed
relationships and writes about a time where she desired to end her “empty shell of a
body.” Basket’s experience with same-sex attraction and same-sex relationships is
colored with a dismal knowledge in her body that she is separated from God and her life
has no meaning. Dottie, another woman sharing her testimony, writes:
I walked away from lesbianism 27 years ago, and God dealt with its roots
over a seven-year period after I became a Christian. Since the early 1980s,
I have noticed some major changes in my attitude toward men. I no longer
fear them and find myself attracted to them. Instead of searching for love,
I have learned to receive love from my Heavenly Father. In being able to
receive, I have embraced an essential part of my femininity. God has filled
my hunger for love--and I remain amazed at all He has done. (Dotti
Ludwig, “A Hunger for Love”)
Exodus Global Alliance features 26 of these testimonies on their site, offering those
struggling with same-sex attractions hope for recovering their lost heterosexuality. Many
of the women on the site discuss rediscovering their relationship with Jesus and God as a
saving grace from their corrupt homosexual lifestyles.
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The queer body, in the context of evangelical purity culture, is deviant in that it
strays from God’s “natural” order for sexuality as outlined in the Bible. In this sense,
queer bodies are always already deviant. In Queer Phenomenology, queer feminist
philosopher Sara Ahmed outlines sexual orientation as a way of ordering experience or of
following specific cultural paths. She writes: “Queer is, after all, a spatial term, which
then gets translated into a sexual term, a term for twisted sexuality that does not follow a
‘straight line,’ a sexuality that is bent and crooked” (67). Bodies inhabit spaces in ways
that then direct and determine their sexualization over time. The idea of the heterosexual
body follows a certain pattern of straightness, a line, or rather, a space void of deviation
or delinquencies. The queer space comes to be a deviation from something that is already
considered to be a given; but, as Ahmed argues, the heterosexual body is not
compulsory—rather, it occupies a space designed to make that body look compulsory,
straight, right, correct. Straight lines and straight bodies saturate the very understanding
of salvation for born-again evangelicals. Ahmed explains that in being straight, “one’s
desire follows a straight line, toward the ‘other sex,’ as if that is the point of the line,” but
this straight line toward the other sex relies on other lines with other points that follow,
sustain, and support the notion of arriving at “the other sex” (70).
The queer body, is always already in deviance with straight evangelical theology,
experiences a dis/ease, or, rather, as rhetorical feminist scholar Cynthia Haynes writes, a
home/sickness as they are unmoored from the shores of heteronormative Christianity.
Evangelical purity reformers and enthusiasts orient bodies to a space of normative,
straight lines; the queer body, then, punctuates the space with deviance from that straight
line. While queer bodies experience their material, lived experiences as deviance from
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and home/sickness for the community of Christianity they cannot reach having veered
from the straight line, conservative evangelicals further situate the queer body as afflicted
with sin and reinforce the “othered” outside nature of queerness from Christianity. In the
next section, I look closely at how the queer body is situated within the space of
Christianity, and how the space orients sexuality around straight purity. The orientation
of the evangelical “pure” space to bodies and of bodies to the evangelical “pure” space
determines how sexuality and sexual orientation is determined, embraced, and denied
within the space.

The Queer Body Situated as Social Affliction
Similar to the purity movement, the ex-gay, conversion therapy narrative utilizes
“choice” rhetorics to argue that homosexuality and engaging in sexually “deviant” acts is
a choice that people make rather than a bodily orientation. During the 1990s and early
2000s, the debate in evangelical churches about homosexuality centered around the issue
of the “gay gene.” It was deeply important to evangelicals to prove that sexuality is not
something a person is born with, but something they choose. Using the Bible to
foreground these arguments, evangelicals position homosexuality as casual, intoning that
to deviate from heterosexuality requires an event that interrupts the norm. These
arguments are deeply tied to rhetorics of choice, or the belief that sexuality is something
controllable, that in every circumstance, people have agency to choose not only sexual
orientation but also how one acts on their sexual desires and who one chooses to love. In
this frame, the deviance of homosexuality is constructed as a disease that can be cured by
“empowering” people to choose heterosexuality and rid themselves of the lies of
homosexuality.
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Positioning sexuality as such, the concept of homosexuality occupies an almost
spectral role in popular evangelical communities. For example, Focus on the Family, a
large evangelical organization, situates LGBTQ communities as the enemy that threatens
to destroy the family unit. Glenn Stanton writes in a 2019 article published on the Focus
on the Family Site: “I’m just as committed to the Christian view on sexuality as I am to
engaging the issue in spirited and civil debate. However, to debate the issue seriously and
truthfully, we must seek an honest picture of what our opponents actually believe.” i The
opponents in this case are, of course, the gays. Connected to the 1950s rhetoric promoting
the nostalgia for good old family values, a division is set up between homosexuals (as
LGBTQ+ people are ubiquitously referred to throughout the archive of articles) and
wholesome heterosexual, normative families. The establishment of the normative family
created forms of Burkean pure identification and pure division (RM 24).
The myths about “the homosexual agenda” and the varied ways that “the gays”
are attempting to overtake the godly values of a Christian nation fuel the evangelical
discourse on anti-homosexual theology. The pathological fear of homosexuality is
embodied in testimonies of ex-gay people testifying that choosing God over homosexual
desire gave them new life and restored their spirituality. Central to this ideology is the
idea that homosexuality corrodes Christian communities and is an evil that also corrupts
God’s kingdom and his ultimate plan for humanity. While searching for evangelical
positions on homosexuality (beyond the belief that is a sin), I worked through several
articles from the digital archive of the Southern Baptist Convention Press. Many of these
articles focus explicitly on the ills that homosexuality supposedly wreaks on the world,
and they offer a unique analysis for understanding the vehemence of evangelicals against
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homosexuality. Most of these beliefs are rooted in the same notions of purity, or, rather,
the larger conceptualization of keeping the body of Christ “pure” from outside evil.
In my archival research, I discovered four central threads that situate the queer
body as working against the “inherent” purity of Christian life: 1) homosexuality is seen
as a process designed to corrupt young, impressionable minds, that is, children are deeply
affected by the cultural acceptance of homosexuality and encouraged to believe that it is
acceptable; 2) homosexuality can be cured through the power of accepting Christ’s love,
which also means that one cannot be both a Christian and queer; 3) a call for Christians to
address homosexuality with compassion; and 4) homosexuality is destroying the central
unit to American life, that is, the family and the concept of core heterosexual family
value, such as monogamy and raising children.
These four threads are supported by thousands of articles with advice on dealing
with homosexuality, converting homosexuals, and protecting the “pure” from the
deviance of homosexuality. While there are hundreds of examples to pull from, I will
focus here on the article most salient to the four central threads listed above. In one
article outlining the myriad culture “myths” about homosexuality, Michael Johnson, an
“ex-gay” who converted out of homosexuality when he became a Christian, writes:
It is absolutely true that homosexual activists, those who are pushing a
social and political agenda, are after our children. They're after our
children in this respect: they want to teach our children and convince our
children at the earliest ages, from kindergarten on, that homosexuality is
good, that it's natural, that it's appropriate, that there's nothing wrong with
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it, and that if a child experiences those desires it would actually be wrong
for that child not to pursue them. (“Homosexuality and Culture”).
Another myth of homosexuality, as described by Johnson, is that homosexuality is “gay”
(meaning fun in this context) and fulfilling. Johnson argues: “[homosexuals are] pursuing
it because it's giving them something, whether it's sensual gratification or a sense of
camaraderie. In reality, of course, misery loves company. What these folks are really
looking for is something to fill their lives, and what they're missing is God's filling in
their lives.” Both of these arguments rely on the belief that being queer is a choice that
one makes, and a choice to be miserable and depraved, following a base sexual drive that
is inherently deviant. To corroborate another central thread, Johnson writes that another
myth of homosexuality is that same-sex relationships are fulfilling. He argues that all
same-sex relationships are predicated on deviance and are ultimately toxic to the couple
and to the community: “Even among couples who held themselves up in the homosexual
community as having loving and committed relationships, I was aware that one of them
was cheating on the other. They were unfaithful because their relationships were not
ordained by God – He never intended for them to exist – so those relationships could
never truly satisfy these men and women.” Johnson concludes his article with a call to
fight against the increasing acceptance of homosexuality, and he here argues that the
acceptance of homosexuality is evidence of God pouring out his wrath on the world for
not following Him and for not spreading the Gospel well. Johnson states that
homosexuality is both a sin and an affliction to those practicing, an affliction that reflects
God’s anger; that is, he argues that God gave the world homosexuality as punishment for
not being purely devoted to Him and His Word.
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Another very significant theme to these discussions on homosexuality is the belief
that people are not born queer, but rather choose to practice homosexuality as a sexual
deviance from the divinely sanctioned heterosexual relationship. In another article on the
myths of homosexuality, Johnson argues that there are no verified and scientifically
accurate studies supporting the idea that homosexuality is innate. Rather, he writes,
“Homosexual desire is just one of many manifestations of the sin nature, a condition that
plagues all of mankind from birth. We are born sinners and sin is natural to us.” In an
article from 2005, Richard Land, president of the SBC’s Ethics and Religious Liberty
Committee, makes a public statement addressing concerns that the SBC had modified its
policy regarding homosexuality. Land assures the public that this did not happen, saying:
“Southern Baptists remain centered on the biblically based truth that people in the
homosexual lifestyle, like anyone in sin, need God's grace to leave that lifestyle behind”
(“Addressing Homosexuality”). In discussing the choice to be homosexual, Land states,
“Condemnation of homosexuals is not a scriptural response…Christians loving
homosexuals without accepting their lifestyle is the way we can be most helpful in
helping homosexuals to be liberated from that lifestyle.” The argument that
homosexuality is a choice centers on the same concepts presented in purity culture,
namely, that sexual deviance is always a sinful choice. Yet the definitions of
homosexuality, and sexual deviance in general, are still rather unclear being tied to
biblical passages that loosely suggest one should always flee from sexual immorality.
The question remains, who defines sexual morality and sexual immorality? In the case of
evangelical positions on sexual immorality, the two most common and widespread
assumptions are that homosexuality and any kind of sexual activity outside of a
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heterosexual marriage is immoral and destructive to the individuals, the community, and
the social structure writ large.
The central threads on homosexuality discussed across these article interanimate
one another by responding to an implicit assumption that the Bible condemns
homosexuality. Within the SBC archive, there are serval articles that reinforce this
assumption by performing an exegetical review of the main Bible passages used to
support the understanding that queerness is explicitly prohibited. In a 2004 article titled
“Homosexuality & the Bible – Twisting the Truth” theologian Albert Mohler writes,
“Biblical Christianity represents the greatest obstacle to the normalization of
homosexuality. The reason for this is quite simple—the Bible emphatically condemns all
forms of homosexual behavior. If homosexual advocates are to succeed, they must either
marginalize or neutralize the Bible as an authority” (para 1). Mohler explicates the
passage in Leviticus often referenced in these discussions: “This verse is sufficient to
indicate the severity of the Bible’s condemnation of homosexuality. Leviticus 18:22
speaks of male homosexuality as an “abomination”—the strongest word used of God’s
judgment against a human act.” Other, more progressive theologians have argued that the
translation of the Greek word for “abomination” here is closer to condemning acts of
paganism (worshiping other gods) and does not explicitly condemn homosexual acts.
However, the Old Testament passages are usually used to establish the context for the
Apostol Paul’s writing on sexual behavior in which Paul very clearly condemns all
sexually immoral acts.
Perhaps the most often quoted scripture on this subject comes from Romans 1 and
1 Corinthians 6, both written by the Apostle Paul, and both focused on sexual immorality
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broadly speaking. In the Romans section, Paul writes, “God gave them over to shameful
lusts. Even their women exchanged natural sexual relations for unnatural ones. In the
same way the men also abandoned natural relations with women and were inflamed with
lust for one another. Men committed shameful acts with other men and received in
themselves the due penalty for their error” (NIV Romans 1:26-27). Several pro-LGBTQ+
theologians have asserted that the translations of this text do not full reflect the Greek
meaning for the use of “natural” used in this translation. These activists argue that the
translation is closer to meaning that these acts of homosexuality were not natural because
the men and women committing these acts were, in fact, heterosexual in orientation. The
other very popular New Testament passage cited on the topic comes from I Corinthians 6,
in which Paul writes, “Or do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom
of God? Do not be deceived: Neither the sexually immoral nor idolaters nor
adulterers nor men who have sex with men 10 nor thieves nor the greedy nor drunkards
nor slanderers nor swindlers will inherit the kingdom of God” (NIV I Corinthians 6:910). As a footnote to this text, BibleGateway.com adds, “The words men who have sex
with men translate two Greek words that refer to the passive and active participants in
homosexual acts,” which implies that the focus of this verse is actually a condemnation
of men having sex with other men against their will, or to be blunt, it is condemnation of
rape.
In preforming a true exegetical reading of I Corinthians 6, a reading that takes the
chapter verse by verse and offers analysis through the process, many evangelicals also
include verse 18 in their teachings on homosexuality: “Flee from sexual immorality. All
other sins a person commits are outside the body, but whoever sins sexually, sins against
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their own body” (NIV I Corinthians 6:18). Coincidentally, this is the very same verse
repeatedly used by purity authors to warn young women against having premarital sex. It
is loosely used as a method of encouraging body positivity as these authors urge the
young women reading their texts to respect their body by avoiding immodest dressing
and sexual behavior. The following verses, 19 and 20, are some of the most cited
scriptures and are often used in praise and worship song lyrics and even by several
Christian athletes: “Do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit, who
is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at
a price. Therefore, honor God with your bodies” (I Corinthians 6:19-20). While I will not
attempt an exegetical analysis of these verses, it is important to note that they have been
utilized as a measure of ensuring control over the sexual body, specifically the queer
bodies and women’s bodies. The dependency on these verses makes the ideological
appear as material (reification) in that they place heterosexual relationships as the
material normalization of God’s plan for humanity. Any relationship, any sexual act, that
does not occur within the ideological sanction of the male/female marriage covenant is
made to appear as a material deviance from the divine plan for sex. As example of this,
Mohler concludes his article by writing
Homosexual acts and homosexual desire, states Paul, are a rebellion
against God’s sovereign intention in creation and a gross perversion of
God’s good and perfect plan for His created order. Paul makes clear that
homosexuality—among both males and females—is a dramatic sign of
rebellion against God and His intention in creation. (2004)
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While the outright homophobia of SBC and other evangelical contingencies is
well-known, what is at stake in this theological discussion is a larger matter concerning
difference. Once the normalization of heterosexual marriage was established as God’s
divine plan, those who deviate from this that norm are not only stripped of their place
within an evangelical community but are also cast in a role of difference in which they
are seen as an affliction to society. Philosopher Emmanuel Levinas writes in his preface
to Totality and Infinity, “violence does not consist so much in injuring and annihilating
persons as in interrupting their continuity…making them betray not only commitments
but their own substance, making them carry out actions that will destroy every possibility
for action” (21). I will turn to Levinas’s work on the Other in a later chapter, but this
understanding of violence is critical to thinking about how the “ex-gay” evangelical
movement and the active discrimination against queer bodies casts them in a role in
which they are seen as social afflictions degrading spiritual communities.
As a way to reclaim and actively participate in spiritual practice, queer
communities have worked to create a spiritual space that is liminal, unknown, and sacred.
In Chapter 2, I analyzed queer sacred space as a counter to the hegemonic authority of
evangelicalism. In some ways, these spaces perform a kind of utopian futurity, on which
the spiritual is not limited to religious laws or dogmatic doctrine. Queering spiritual space
is also a method of working against purity and in reclaiming and celebrating corporeality
as central to spiritual practice. So, while these dominant religious narratives on queer
sexuality are indeed very bleak, there is a horizon for queer spirituality which celebrates
life and sexuality in the sacred interstices of queer joy and queer love. What remains to
be examined in this chapter are the myriad connections between conversion rhetorics, the
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ex-gay movement, and purity initiatives focused on traditional family values,
reproduction, and control of the sexual body in general.
In the Purity Archives: “Real Sex” and the Realm of the Symbolic
Over the last ten years, Focus on the Family (FOTF), one of the largest conservative
evangelical organizations in existence, has shifted their stance on homosexuality from
one which they were openly antigay to a less abrasive rhetorical approach in which their
central statements focus on the complexity of sexuality in a general sense. However, it
does not take much digging to find the antigay sentiment alive and well in their archive.
Every article dealing directly with homosexuality utilizes the phrase “same-sex
attraction” because the underlying belief of the conglomerate is that sexuality is a choice
and not an orientation. In response to one reader’s query about whether or not they might
be gay, FOTF wrote, “Keep in mind that feelings don’t determine identity and that labels
are rarely helpful, especially where personality and sexuality are concerned. Nor
must feelings determine behavior. God has given each of us a will, and as individuals we
are responsible for the choices we make.” ii FOTF has a collection of materials available
for individuals who struggle with same-sex attraction that was developed to help people
recover from or work through their same-sex attractions.
Similar to the purity rhetorics circulated for young women, the anti-gay rhetorics
of groups like FOTF and Exodus Alliance focus on transcending the flesh and purifying
any particularly deviant sexual behaviors (in these cases, the sexual desires of young
women and queer sexuality). Perhaps the most important divergence from the other forms
of purity rhetorics, is the instance that homosexuality does not even exist; rather, all
sexuality is organized around hetero norms in which individuals who identify feelings of
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homosexuality are simply struggling with “same sex attraction.” Sociologist, Tina Fetner,
writes: “The ex-gay movement claims that lesbian and gay identity does not even exist,
only same-sex behaviors. How can gay rights be legislated if there is not a distinct group
of (permanently) gay people?” (73). Fetner explains that the ex-gay and anti-gay activist
groups situate homosexuality in two frames, as either a condition or a choice of the
individual. While the choice frame situates homosexuality as a series of personal choices
made by the individual, the condition frame “refers to homosexuality as a psychological
flaw caused by any of a number of childhood traumas or familial dysfunctions” (78).
Both frames deny the ontological construction of sexuality as part and parcel of a
person’s bodily life.
The frames of condition and choice that pro-family/anti-gay movements rely upon
are incredibly similar to the rhetorics of choice and condition built into the purity
rhetorics seen in movements like True Love Waits as well as the oeuvre of purity
literature directed at young women. Furthermore, both movements deny the reality of
sexuality outside the heterosexual orientation. What I mean by this denial of sexuality as
“real” is actually closer to the psychoanalytic understanding of sexuality as built around
the Freudo-Lacanian concept of the drives—in the antigay movement, homosexuality is
most closely categorized as a sublimated repression of “real” (heterosexual) sex, and in
the purity movement, sex that occurs outside the symbolic realm of marriage is also seen
as a sublimation of sex manifesting in the baser human desire to sin. It is not so much that
non-hetero sex or extra-marital sex is seen as nonexistent, but rather it is categorized as
something else entirely—either an acting out of old traumas or a fulfilment of humanity’s
deprived desire to sin. The argument that sex outside of heterosexual relationships does
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not qualify as “real” sex stems from the ideation of sex as serving God’s purpose of
procreation; yet, the vilification of sex outside marriage (which would include
homosexuality in the Christian purview since marriage between same-sex couples is out
of the question) depends upon the understanding that bodies are oriented around sexual
desire. So it is not so much that sex outside marriage is not real, but perhaps that it is too
real. What I mean by this is that sex for the sake of sex indicates that the act is in and of
itself a fulfilment of purpose.
Now, I do not intend to conduct a deep dive into psychoanalytic theory here, but I
think a gloss of the concept of sublimation provides an important understanding of how
sex is constructed as more or less real in anti-gay/ex-gay and purity rhetorics. In What is
Sex?, psychoanalytic theorist, Alenka Zupancic explains Lacan’s take on sublimation as
“satisfaction of the drive, without repression,” and where most people take sublimation to
mean a satisfaction of the drive that serves the purpose of the drive, Lacanian theory
states that while the activity is different, the satisfaction is exactly the same (1). But how
does sexuality become so closely linked to sin in the Christian tradition in its construction
of being “less real” or nonexistent outside of heterosexual intercourse? Zupancic suggest
that because Christianity does not need copulation for the purpose of its bond (the bond
between believers and the bond between individuals and Christ), all sex is attached to sin,
with marriage being the method of absolving the sin of sex. Marriage gives sex a purpose
(reproduction) and, therefore, constitutes sex within marriage real. Psychoanalytic theory
certainly has much to say on the sexual relation and the Real, and so on; however, the
main point of application for the purposes of deconstructing evangelical iterations of
sexuality is the understanding that sex is deeply entrenched in the realm of the Symbolic.
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Feminist philosophers like Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva, and Judith Butler also have
much to say on the social construction of sexuality. Essentially, it is important to
recognize that sex and sexual orientation are both ontological/material figurations and
simultaneously socially situated in the realm of the symbolic, making it possible for sex
to be discursively constructed as real or not real.
The most poignant example of this in purity rhetorics is Lauren Winner’s book
Real Sex: The Naked Truth About Chastity. Winner is associate professor of Divinity at
Duke University and received her doctorate from Columbia University, and her book
Real Sex is a best-seller for young evangelicals. In a close reading of Chapter 2, “Real
Sex: Creation Scripture, and the Case for Sex in Marriage,” Winner begins by stating:
“The bottom line is this: God created sex for marriage, and within a Christian moral
vocabulary, it is impossible to defend sex outside of marriage” (29). Winner immediately
situates sex within language in this opening sentence, and even though she does not
explicitly define a Christian moral vocabulary, it is presumed that Winner’s reader will
understand the definitions and parameters of this vocabulary as a shared language about
the body. After Winner describes the roles of bodies in the Creation story and in one’s
relationship to the Church and to God, she moves into a section that deals with the nature
of sexuality as a specific facet of a larger Christian ethic. Winner points to the story in
Genesis where Adam and Eve become “one flesh” and states that this is undeniably
sexual, and this leads Winner to her definition of real sex:
Indeed, one can say that in Christianity’s vocabulary the only real sex is
the sex that happens in marriage; the faux sex that goes on outside
marriage is not really sex at all. The physical coming together that
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happens between two people who are not married is only a distorted
imitation of sex, as Walt Disney’s Wilderness Lodge Resort is only a
simulation of real wilderness. The danger is that when we spend too much
time in the simulations, we lose the capacity to distinguish between the
ersatz and the real. (emphasis added, 38)
What Winner and the other purity literature authors fail to recognize in their
constructions of real sex is that the container they choose for sex is also a simulation. I
am referring here to the symbolic construction of marriage. Later in this section Winner
notes that God’s “no” to sex outside marriage would be cruel if there was not also a “yes”
to sex within marriage, and this is foundational to all purity literature. Ludy, Turner,
Elliot, Eldredge, and others all articulate that the plan for sex is for it to happen within the
confines of marriage, and the safety net, the commitment, of marriage makes sex within
marriage much better (more real) than sex outside marriage. Sex outside marriage is
articulated as a cheap imitation of the real; sex within marriage leads to transcendence,
enlightenment, and true fulfillment in life.
The point of convergence in purity rhetorics and antigay activists rhetorics is not
necessarily a defense of sex or even sexual orientation; rather, it is a clear defense over
what Winner has clearly labeled the Christian moral vocabulary. What is most fascinating
about this moral vocabulary concerning sex is that it does not, in fact, really exist in so
many terms. There are no clear outlines on the rules of marriage and ethics of sex within
marriage. Indeed, as I’ve stated earlier in Chapter 1, most of the scriptures discussing
sexuality and sexual behaviors are incredibly ambiguous with statements such as “flee
sexual immorality” or “do not practice unnatural sexual acts.” What IS sexual immorality

111

if not discursively formed and upheld through the function of language? I argue that it is
precisely this ambiguity around sexuality and sexual behavior that has lent itself to an
obsession within Christian traditions to organize and form order around the sexual
relation. In other words, the obsession with marriage and “real” sex or chaste sex or
chastity unifies around the organizing principle of language as we are left to determine
what “sexual immorality” entails.
At the same time, the obsession over sexual morality has worked to obscure much
of the sexual violence against LGBTQ+ individuals and heterosexual women. Lest we
forget, in this nation organized around Christian principles, the state determined that
Brock Turner be sentenced to six months of jail time for attacking a young woman and
raping her after she was unconscious, and of this six-month sentence, he only served
three. So, what is sexual immorality? What is an “unnatural” sexual relation? How do the
same ethics that deny LGBTQ+ people the same rights to marriage as heterosexual
couples have nothing to say on the point that a woman is raped every six minutes in the
US alone? It was not until 1993 that marital rape was considered a crime nationwide in
the US, and even after this many states treated marital rape less seriously than other
instances of sexual violence.
While this chapter explored the myriad forms of heterosexism that persist in
many traditional evangelical practices, Chapter 4 takes up concerns of reproductive
politics and the rise of Religious Right. In this chapter I contend that Crisis Pregnancy
Centers (CPC), which are federally funded religious organizations, rely on purity
culture’s ideological construction of family values in efforts to promote pro-life political
interests. I examine 32 operational CPCs in the state of South Carolina to determine
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common ideological trends and interrogate CPCs methods used to offer reproductive
health care to women. This case study is foregrounded by scholarship on reproductive
justice and a historical analysis of feminisms in the US that have fought for birth control
and contraception. I examine how historical and contemporary threads of reproductive
politics and the fight for reproductive autonomy is uniquely difference based on race,
class, and religious affiliation. While Chapter 3 examined the problems of heterosexism
and homophobia that center on the “ex-gay” movement and conversion ideologies,
Chapter 4 looks specifically at how purity rhetorics and US politics of moralism and
family values create a harmful landscape for reproduction, especially for women of color
and low-income women. Many of the struggles over reproductive autonomy have
centered the concern of white women, and more specifically white, upper-middle class
women. The choice rhetorics involved in these battles have often worked against women
of color and low-income women. In my analysis of the birth control movement, I focus
specifically on the ways in which these political debates obscure reproductive violence
against women of color and low-income women.

i

See https://www.focusonthefamily.com/faith/10-things-everyone-should-know-about-a-christian-view-ofhomosexuality/.
ii
https://www.focusonthefamily.com/family-qa/same-sex-attractions-and-sexual-identity/).
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CHAPTER 4
ALTARED REPRODUCTION: PURITY RHETORICS IN THE ARCHIVES OF
CRISIS PREGNANCY CENTERS
“To understand how we got to this divisive and
seemingly intractable culture war over sexuality, we
have to come to terms with a deeply historical
religious preoccupation with sex and understand
how it has shaped subsequent American political
debates over women’s rights, gender roles, and
sexual mores.”
– Marie Griffith, Moral Combat
“The nobility of white, middle-class maternity
depends on the definition of others as unfit,
degraded and illegitimate… All fertile persons who
reproduce and become parents require a safe and
dignified context for these most fundamental human
experiences.”
– Loretta J. Ross and Rickie Solinger, Reproductive
Justice: An Introduction
On October 20, 2020, The Globe Post published an article with the headline: “Forced
Hysterectomies in 2020: How Did We Get Here?” This headline refers to the report filed
by Dawn Wooten, a whistleblower working at the Irwin County Detention Center (ICDC)
operated by the private (for profit) prison company, LaSalle Corrections in Irwin
Georgia. In the report, Wooten describes the stories of several detained immigrant
women who expressed confusion about medical procedures where they woke up and
were told they could no longer have children since their ovaries and/or uterus had been
removed or their fallopian tubes had been damaged and consequently tied. These women
were unsure why they had to receive a hysterectomy, or whether they even needed one.
Consent to this procedure is one of the major underlying issues at stake in the report.
Wooten explains, “These immigrant women, I don’t think they really, totally, all the way,
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understand this is what’s going to happen depending on who explains it to them” (19).
Wooten goes on to report that almost everybody who sees the doctor assigned to this
facility has a hysterectomy. One woman reported that she went in to have an ovary
removed due to a cyst that had grown around it, and the doctor took out the wrong ovary.
So, to correct his mistake, he simply removed her other, functional ovary, rendering it
impossible for her to have children in the future. The report was filed in September, and
the Department of Homeland Security continues to investigate the allegations against the
medical center for the ICDC.
When this story was picked up and circulated by major news organizations, such
as The New York Times, it appeared as an outstanding illustration of the injustices
performed by the ICE, an inhumane act of extraordinary violence. Yet there is nothing
out of the ordinary about these events in the context of US reproductive politics. These
stories gesture to the larger narratives of reproductive control and reproductive violence
that permeate the political landscape of the US. Race, class, and sexual orientation
interanimate the myriad forms of what Natalie Fixmer-Oraiz has termed the “new
reproductive regime” as the political landscape of reproduction enacts violence against
low-income women and women of color in significantly higher numbers than white,
upwardly mobile women (3). While abortion politics remain an important cite of
advocacy for women’s rights to their bodies, the binary between pro-life and pro-choice
narratives is not particularly useful for most women. Indeed, political scientist and policy
scholar Kimala Price writes, “Focus group research has shown that women of color and
low-income women do not identify with the pro-choice message; in fact, the choice
rhetoric is almost meaningless” (42-43). The choice rhetoric is firmly rooted in both
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religious discourse (supporting the pro-life narrative) and second/third wave feminism
(supporting a woman’s right to choose abortion). But this binary around choice/life is a
relatively recent lens for US reproduction politics, so in this chapter, I illustrate how the
emergent pro-choice narrative partners with abstinence-only education to promote purity
culture’s message of sexual morality.
The shift in purity culture from private concerns regarding sexual morality to
public declarations of chastity and attentive social control of young adults’ sexual activity
is connected to the culturally shifting ground concerning teenage pregnancy. Until the
1960s, the concerns about teenage pregnancy centered around the consequences of sexual
activity for adolescents. As the conversation about contraception and abortion steadily
moved toward the legalization of abortion, the rhetorics of “early” pregnancy
increasingly focused on the moral concerns of sex rather than the consequences of sex. In
an article published in the Journal of Law and Medicine, Shoshanna Ehrlich elucidates
this shift in attention, arguing that the rise of Religious Right unleashed “a crusade to
restore traditional ‘American’ family values” (151). Concerns about family planning and
limiting adolescents’ access to contraception began to focus on the sexual behaviors of
young people, specifically young women. Ehrlich writes: “The sexually active young
woman is at the heart of this storm as she crosses the boundary of morally acceptable
behavior based on a powerful combination of gender and age” (151). Gender and age,
however, are only two contributing factors to the intense public concern about sex and
pregnancy in the 1960s and 1970s.
On the surface, the attention to sex and parenting, specifically the avoidance of
adolescent pregnancies appears to be motivated by an uptight religious struggle over
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morality, but underneath these already problematic concerns the discourse on
reproduction centers on race and class. In the first section of this chapter, I explicate the
shifting concerns about sexual morality and pregnancy in the 19th century through
focusing on the reproduction at the intersections of race and class. I illustrate the rise of
the evangelical “pro-lifer” as a response to the rhetorics of sexual purity and family
planning starting the 1970s. From the historical iterations of (hyper)sexuality and
reproduction, I contend with the pro-(white, Christian) life narrative through examining
the birth control movement, exploring the archives of the Southern Baptist Convention’s
statements on abortion, and finally in a close study of Crisis Pregnancy Centers (CPC).
Throughout this section, I examine the rhetorical structure of CPCs connection to purity
rhetorics and the ways in which these centers enact a form of religious reproductive
control rooted in capitalist gain. CPCs are, by and large, non-profit religious
organizations that provide unwed mothers a range of free services, such as ultra-sounds,
pregnancy tests, and emotional and spiritual counseling. These centers provide an
important archive for understanding the shift in public attention concerning the sexual
morality of young, unwed women.
Showing how rhetorics of purity and family planning converge on white, upperclass identity markers, I trace the practices of thirty-two operating Crisis Pregnancy
Centers in the state of South Carolina, analyzing how these centers employ shame and
fear as rhetorical tactics to support pro-life narratives. These centers received federal
funding throughout the early 2000s underneath the Community Abstinence-Based
Education program that also funded religious purity organizations like True Love Waits.
In analyzing these centers, I work to understand how these centers rhetorically engage
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with pro-life narratives and narratives of white motherhood. My focus here is less on
providing a detailed analysis of each CPC than it is on exploring the themes that emerge
from this archival research and showing the cohesion between these centers’ religious
narratives and their connection to purity rhetorics writ large. In other words, I am most
concerned with how these centers perform a version of purity culture that situates white,
evangelical women as the moral epicenter of traditional “American” values by working to
convert all unwed, pregnant women to the norms of white Evangelicalism. Ultimately, I
contend that these CPCs function inside purity culture as churches with a sonagram
machines, employing subversive rhetorical tactics aimed at evangelizing unwed mothers
by situating their pregnancies as “crises” only Jesus can heal.

Reproductive Politics and Feminism(s) from the 1920s-1960s
Let’s travel back in time to 1921 during what, on the surface, feels like a triumphant
moment for women’s liberation and reproductive rights: Margaret Sanger’s opening
address at the First American Birth Control Conference. Sanger’s campaign for access to
contraception grew from her career as a nurse. During her years working as a nurse,
Sanger attended countless women living in poverty with no possible methods of
preventing childbearing. She watched women die from abortions they performed on
themselves because they could not afford to have more children. After years of working
against Anthony Comstock’s prevention of the birth control movement (via laws
prohibiting obscenity), in 1920 Sanger finally had a platform. The women’s suffrage
movement spurred the energy of Sanger’s contraceptive campaign, and it was working. In
addition to the energy from the suffrage movement, Sanger relied on eugenics as a
method to push access to contraception. Religious scholar, Marie Griffith explains that in
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Sanger’s opening remarks at the conference, she invoked eugenics in the formal address,
saying that “the ‘healthy and fit elements of the nation’ carried the burden of the unfit,
who were increasing at a dangerous rate” (13). Sanger’s campaign for birth control
gained popularity around concerns of women’s freedom to choose if and when to have
children, but the paradigm of birth control was that it also instituted a way to determine
and control who was “fit” to have children. Ultimately, Sanger sold birth control under
the banner of morality—namely, that birth control would ensure that “unfit” mothers
would not have more children than the “fit” mothers. At the time (and well after) the
qualifications for “fitness” were articulated as Anglo-Saxon, Christian, white women
with upward class mobility.
The platform for women’s liberation, sexual autonomy, and reproductive control
was incredibly challenging to build in a patriarchal nation state. The energy around
movements such as Sanger’s birth control initiative flowed from the radicalization of
second wave feminism. A desperate need to break away from the shackles of sexual and
domesticate submissiveness motivated the women’s movements of the early 1900s. By
the time Betty Friedan published the infamous Feminine Mystique in 1963, second wave
white feminists were well-prepared to fight against the imposed role of housewifemother. Of course, what these introductory glimpses into feminism fail to fully articulate
is the fall out, the wake, of these movements for marginalized groups of women. In her
indictment of Friedan, bell hooks writes, “[Friedan] ignored the existence of all nonwhite women and poor white women…She made her plight and the plight of white
women like herself synonymous with a condition affecting all American women. In so
doing, she deflected attention away from her classism, her racism, her sexist attitudes
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toward the masses of American women” (2). Following hooks, Kimberle Crenshaw’s
luminary work on intersectionality interrupted the history of women’s progressive
movements toward bodily autonomy and social equality, drawing attention to the ways in
which identities of race, class, and sexuality compound with gender. Crenshaw’s work
drew attention to the issues of white middle-class feminism that continued to ignore the
myriad issues of gender at the intersections of race and class specifically. As mentioned
earlier, when Collins called into question the comparative framework used in feminist
theory that situates the experiences of Black women as similar to those of white women,
simply harder and complicated by the factor of race, it is also important to note the ways
in which white feminist practice has exacerbated if not caused many of the issues facing
women of color—especially when it comes to reproduction, sexuality, and motherhood.
In complicating the narrative of women’s liberation, the energy of first and
second wave feminism often situated white women’s bodies at the fore of the struggle for
reproductive and medical autonomy, with the primary focus, then, to gain control over
reproductive choices by making contraception and abortion possible. In other words, they
focused on reproductive challenges predominant in the lives of white women. In the
introduction to the second edition of Witches, Midwives, and Nurses: A History of
Women Healers, originally published in 1973, Barbara Ehrenreich and Deirdre English
explain that the text was written in “a blaze of anger and indignation” during a time when
women had very little access to knowledge about their bodies and even less access to the
caretaking roles that allowed them a say in women’s health (7). Ehrenreich and English
elucidate this stance: “As consumers of care, we [women] found ourselves subject to both
insensitive and hazardous treatment: unnecessary hysterectomies, over medicated
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childbirth, insufficiently tested contraceptives…we were not supposed to know anything
about our bodies or to participate in decision-making about our own care” (8). When the
text was published in 1973, it became so popular that the Feminist Press urged the
authors to let them handle the distribution as it was translated into several languages and
circulated internationally. Ehrenreich and English’s work revealed the ways in which
women worked as healers and midwives to accomplish holistic medical practices. The
focus of work like Ehrenreich and English’s certainly challenged patriarchal norms of
medical practices, but the focus on reproductive rights was still predominately centered
around the concerns of white middle- and upper-class women, obfuscating the racism
embedded in the US reproductive regime.
The salience of women speaking about their own bodies and taking control of
their medical care was a highlight of the second wave feminist movement, and there is an
undeniable pull for white women to galvanize around the energy, anger, and assertiveness
that white feminists embodied at this time. Figures like Sanger, Andrea Dworkin, Susan
Brownmiller, Catherine MacKinnon, and Mary Daly have been memorialized as fiery
ambassadors in the fight for women’s rights. In the frenzied wake of (white) women
gaining sexual and reproductive control over their bodies there is still much to consider
for those on the margins/border of the ongoing conversation about sexual rhetorics.
White, second wave feminisms set up a political arena in which the rhetorical function of
control meant gaining rights to sexuality and the ability for women to shed the discursive
claims of puritan values regarding sexual chastity. The harsh critique of patriarchy is, of
course, legitimate and admirable, but in this movement to resist the norm of the chaste,
pure, docile woman, the concept of reclaiming sexual liberties dominated. The idea that
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women could control when, how, and if they became mothers was a massive shift in the
cultural currents of patriarchy, and the progress narrative that ensued after Roe v. Wade
passed positioned feminism as a victorious force in the struggle for sexual autonomy.
This liberated “sexy body” that could choose to have sex for pleasure and in fact
demanded that her bodily pleasure be taken into account became the visage that modern
and contemporary purity culture set itself against. The battle for purity rhetorics became
one in which it was deeply important to make white women chaste again.
Sexual liberation in the 1970s was a goal framed entirely by whiteness. In stark
contrast to the trope of the chaste white woman is the always already sexualized body of
the woman of color, a racist stenotype rooted in the hierarchies of Puritan values. Early
forms of Puritan Christianity produced the hypersexualized black body as an argument to
make racist theology appear reasonable and to support the material structure of slavery
and the supremacy of colonizers based on the ability to control sexual urges. Historian
Ibram Kendi explains that slavery and human hierarchy were upheld by early Puritan
settlers through the racist ideology that souls were equal while bodies were not; or, in
other words, that African American souls could be saved despite the commonly held
belief that their bodies were evil (19). Kendi uses Virginia’s first judicial decision
concerning race to elucidate this reality: “The court ordered a White man in 1630 ‘to be
soundly whipt before an assembly of negroes & others for abusing himself to the
dishonor of God and the shame of Christianity by defiling his body in lying with a
negro’” (39). Kendi explains that the concerns about defiling one’s body through sexual
intercourse with an African American woman came from Puritan teachings that white,
Puritan’s were God’s chosen people, “a special, superior people, and New England, their
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Israel, was to be their exceptional land” (19). The roots of racist theologies center on
bodily narratives prominent in these early Puritan teachings, such as the notion that the
flesh is weak but spiritual transcendence and connection to the Divine can save one from
the sexual sins of the body. The history of white supremacy’s deep connections to
Christian theology situates white bodies, especially white women’s bodies, as the product
of good, Christian purification. Kendi writes that the 1630 jurisdiction ruling it a crime
for a white man to sleep with an African American woman “contrasted the polluted Black
woman and the pure White woman, with whom [a White man] could lie without defiling
his body. It was the first recorded instance of gender racism in the America, of
considering the body of the Black woman to be a tainted object that could defile a White
man upon contact (39). These teachings placed white women’s bodies as almost asexual
in the sense that white women’s sexuality was muted and submissive in the Puritan
construction of bodily life.
With the hyper-sexualization of Black women’s bodies comes an incredible
amount of sexual and reproductive violence, rooted in racist theological ideas that Black
women are inherently sexually perverse, unfit for motherhood, and beyond the rules of
consent. Black feminist scholar Tamura Lomax writes of her experience with sexual
harassment in Christianity as being “about a church culture that subconsciously and
consciously reads Black women and girls in terms of sexual deviance, excess,
accessibility, and pursuance—the activity of literal and ongoing pursuit, approach,
availability, access, and entry” (xi). She argues that the white gaze places Black women
and girls under a lens of sexual deviance and excess, always already suggesting an
ontology of impurity. Lomax expands this saying: “Black women and girls are marked by
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hypersexuality and pursuance as an essential component of coming of age—regardless of
sexual experience” (xii). Tethered to the racist and patriarchal practices of commodifying
Black women’s bodies for capitalistic gain, Lomax’s work resonates with what
theologian Kelly Brown Douglas argues in Sexuality and the Black Church: A Womanist
Perspective. Douglas explains that Black sexuality has been a quintessential target for
white supremacy:
Black people have been absolutely critical to White economic power,
initially as free labor and later as cheap labor. The ability to freely exploit
Black bodies with relative impunity has been critical to the labor market.
To that end, White culture has attacked Black sexuality as a means of
dehumanizing Black men and women. Such dehumanization has made it
easier to enslave Black people and to treat them merely as property and
labor commodities rather than as human beings. (24)
The hypersexualization of Black men and women was not an insignificant element to the
machine of white supremacy in the US. The racist ideology that situates Black men and
women as sexually deviant was not a pressing concern for second wave feminists, indeed,
the main issue for second wave feminists was to restore sexual and reproductive
autonomy to (white) women.
While second wave feminist practice actively worked to expose the exploitation
of women, all too often the methods used to do so reinforced racist ideologies already in
place. For instance, in the great war against pornography (most famously taken up by
figures like Dworkin and MacKinnon), arguments against exploitation operated under the
premise that pornography exploited bodies based on gender. Jennifer Nash calls attention
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to the problems inherent in the approach, saying that within these feminist approaches,
“there is a basic fungibility to racialized tropes in pornography: all racially or ethnically
marked women are exploited ‘as women’ and are the most exploited women” (11). This
understanding of the racialized tropes as simply making the conditions of pornography
more challenging for women of color resonates with Collins’ analysis of the comparative
framework. What is at issue here, though, is that the particular exploitations that women
of color face are radically different from, not simply more complicated than, the
exploitations of white women’s bodies. For example, Douglas argues that Western
Christianity’s dualism separating body and mind, actively works to vilify sexuality in
general. In turn, “those who view themselves as superior in society (with White men
generally at the apex) are compelled to deny their ‘vile’ sexuality and project their own
very real sexual desires on others, thus labeling those others as hypersexual” (29). White
Christians who actively repressed their sexuality in order to draw closer to God in spirit,
project what they see as deviance onto always already othered bodies. While white
feminists often look for markers of identification among all women, they appeal to the
ways in which bodies are exploited because they are gendered, but simultaneously
obfuscate the problems of racism performed against women of color. What Collins, Nash,
Crenshaw, Douglas and others have pointed to is a matter of distinct division, though,
one in which the exploitation of race is uniquely different than the exploitation of gender.
The sexual politics of Christianity are not the same for all women everywhere. They are
complicated by myriad factors of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and sexuality.
The sexual politics surrounding Black and Latina women’s bodies are also deeply
tied to issues of reproductive rights and care in the U.S. While white women furiously
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fought for birth control, Black women continued to struggle against the controls of
reproduction and motherhood that continue to bear down on their bodies. At the opening
of the twentieth century, eugenics and sterilization practices were introduced as a form of
birth control, regulating who was fit to have children and how and when they should have
children. Loretta Ross elucidates this, saying that by 1907, “state laws encouraged
sterilization of ‘socially inadequate persons,’ a vast map of humanity that pinpointed
‘promiscuous’ women, the ‘feebleminded,’ and others” (30). The process of sterilization
was fully supported by President Theodore Roosevelt who “strenuously exhorted white
Americans to avoid committing ‘race suicide,’ a calamity that would befall the country if
white women did not reproduce often enough” (30-31). Ladelle McWhorter explains that
the phrase “race suicide” was popularized by Roosevelt, but it originated from social
scientist Edward Ross in 1901, who encouraged young white Christians to find suitably
eugenic mates in order to “save” Anglo-Saxon America. The history of eugenics and the
qualifications for motherhood reify the underlying racism inherent in many of the purity
culture myths, that is to say, they materialize the ideological structure of purity in the
control of Black women’s bodies and the forced sterilizations of countless women today.
Indeed, it would appear that only the pure would enter the kingdom of heaven and only
the pure would produce bodies that would eventually enter the kingdom of heaven.
Following the birth control movement, the eugenics movement peaked in the
1930s, where initially, those targeted were low-income whites (McWhorter, 214).
However, McWhorter explains that “as the practice continued into the 1950s and a very
visible and vocal black civil rights movement got underway, a growing number of the
people who were forcibly sterilized were African American girls and women” (215). In
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1929, the state of North Carolina established a Eugenics board to mobilize the practice of
sterilizing unfit women. These cases were reviewed by a psychiatric and psychology
board to determine which women were mentally unfit. Between 1960 and 1968, the
North Carolina Eugenics board “approved 1,620 sterilizations…Of these, 1,023 were on
black women and 56 percent on people under the age of twenty” (McWhorter, 215). The
qualifications for “fitness” are tricky to identify across time as the political landscape for
reproduction shifted around class, gender, race, and sexuality. Across these threads,
though, the construction of morality works as a consistent underlying factor in
determining an individual’s “fitness” to parent children.
What exactly made one “fit” to parent children? In critiquing the eugenics
movement, it remains incredibly important to contend with the ideology of a “fit” mother
through a wider lens of race and gender. Dorothy Roberts writes in Killing the Black
Body about the myriad ways in which Black women’s reproductive rights are situated
around white heteropatriarchal ideals. She explains that women’s social position has
historically been built around identities of motherhood and caretaking. Roberts writes:
“Motherhood is compulsory for women: most little girls expect to become mothers, and
women who do not are considered deviant” (10). In this case, then, to devalue what is
seen as so central to what it means to be a woman is also to completely devalue that
woman’s identity. The eugenics movement is indicative of structural gender racism that
permeates the US and situates Black women as “unfit” mothers in order to perform a
more insidious version of birth control, one that essentially works to promote pro(white)life narratives. Roberts explicates this further, explaining that the conception of
Black women as unfit for motherhood was also reinforced by the notion of their working
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lives. The virtuous (meaning: Christian, middle-class white) woman depended on her
husband for support. She stayed in the home and took care of the family while her
husband worked to provide for the family’s needs. A working woman was considered
deviant and unfit for raising children, a social construction that cast poor women as unfit
mothers.
Birth control in the 1950s and 1960s was animated by the politics surrounding
overpopulation and population control. So while white women’s fertility was seen as the
“engine of the country’s powerful consumer economy,” birth control was pushed forward
on the platform of population control, a tool that could be used to control demographics
(Solinger 165). In 1960, the US Food and Drug Administration (FDA) approved birth
control medication, colloquially known as “the pill.” The pill was considered a safe form
of contraception that could be used effectively to prevent pregnancy, something that
could place reproductive decisions solely in the hands of women. But the FDA approval
was the beginning, not the end, of making contraception available to women. Religious
institutions reacted immediately against the advent of the pill, with the Catholic church
being a forerunner in resisting the discrimination of contraception. The religious debate
was not evenly divided, and those invested in the success of the pill were not singularly
focused on providing reproductive agency to women, making the political landscape
largely in favor of access to the FDA approved contraception. As historian Rickie
Solinger writes, “From 1960 forward, politicians, demographers, and economists issued
statements defining the pill as the solution to overpopulation worldwide. Policymakers
defined a new relationship between fertility and poverty” (167). The public discourse
around the pill was undeniably racialized as the focus for white women using the pill was
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centered around sexuality and the newly found ability for unmarried white women to
engage in sexual relationships without the fear pregnancy. Solinger explains that the
public considerations were very different for women of color, especially Black women in
the 1960s, as the pill was articulated by policymakers as a method of restraint and a
method that could “solve the welfare mess” (168). The pill ignited an increasingly fraught
discourse on the right to choose if when and how to have children, but this choice
rhetoric took different forms for white middle class women, women of color, and poor
women.
Religious discourse around contraception was most notably seen in the Catholic
Church, but many protestant fundamentalists also took major issue with accessible
contraction. Abstinence only advocates were, of course, perturbed by the availability of
birth control, and many Bible belt states doubled down on laws that upheld abstinence
only education in public schools. Alabama state law still enacts a strong abstinence only
sex education approach, and one of their state education codes includes several clauses on
abstinence such as the following: “Abstinence from sexual intercourse outside of lawful
marriage is the expected social standard for unmarried school-age persons” (Code 16
A2). However, birth control in the form of the pill was not an issue for pro-life/prochoice groups, indeed, at the time this binary had not emerged around the topics of
reproductive politics. Throughout the 1960s, public discussion on reproductions centered
around contraception and concerns about population control, the sexual morality of
young white women, and policies concerning sex education. Indeed, the narrative on life
was rather vaguely articulated as a call from religious groups that families continue to
follow God’s plan for sexuality through having and raising children with godly values.
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All of this changed in the 1970s at the advent of Roe vs. Wade, as public discourse about
reproduction quickly shifted to focus on abortion rights and the protection of unborn life.

Reproductive Justice: Beyond the Paradigm of Choice Rhetoric
On January 22nd, 1973, the Supreme Court ruled 7-2 in the Roe vs. Wade case that
women had a constitutional right to abort a pregnancy during the first two trimesters.
While we are now very familiar with the religious contention around Roe vs. Wade,
leading up to the case it was reported that 2 out 3 Americans believed that abortion
should be a choice made between a woman and her physician. Griffith explains that
“Evangelical Christians were not major players in the pro-life movement” (202). Indeed,
the Southern Baptist Convention released a resolution in 1971, leading up to Roe vs.
Wade calling upon members “to work for legislation that will allow the possibility of
abortion under such conditions as rape, incest, clear evidence of severe fetal deformity,
and carefully ascertained evidence of the likelihood of damage to the emotional, mental,
and physical health of the mother” (“Resolution”). Considering the drastic anti-abortion
turn the SBC took in 1976, this is a fairly moderate and even liberal approach to abortion
rights. The Roe vs. Wade ruling is still highly contested by pro-life groups, which
organize marches yearly to protest the ruling. At the center of this issues is a very clear
binary between pro-life and pro-choice groups. The binary of the pro-life/pro-choice
debate presents several problems, but perhaps the most central is that it obscures other
issues connected to reproductive rights, such as the right to parent.
In need of a framework that moves us beyond the paradigm of choice, the rapidly
expanding field of reproductive justice brings together a unique blend of activism and
scholarship on reproductive politics. Loretta Ross, reproductive activist and scholar,
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explains that the term reproductive justice was coined in 1994 by “twelve Black women
working within and outside the pro-choice movement” and since then, “reproductive
justice has impressively built bridges between activists and the academy” (286). The
framework has generated immense scholarship and mobilization for political activism. So
what, exactly, is reproductive justice? Ross explains that “Reproductive justice is based
on three interconnected sets of human rights: (1) the right to have a child under the
conditions of one’s choosing; (2) the right not to have a child using birth control,
abortion, or abstinence; and (3) the right to parent children in safe and healthy
environments free from violence by individuals or the state” (290). Several scholars such
as Dorothy Roberts, Kimala Price, and Natalie Fixmer-Oraiz have utilized reproductive
justice to understand and advocate for the needs of women of color and low-income
women facing a variety of injustices, such as forced sterilization or limited access to
reproductive health care. These projects work to move beyond advocating for the right to
choose abortions. Price writes, “Focus group research has shown that women of color and
low-income women do not identify with the pro-choice message; in fact, the choice
rhetoric is almost meaningless” (42-43). Yet, most public conversations concerning
reproductive rights continue to revolve around the paradigm of choice.
While evangelicals loudly advocate for narratives of life and actively work
against abortion, the elevation of pregnancy as a national concern is a fairly recent turn in
US reproductive politics. Solinger points out that in the 1950s no one was allowed to
even say the word pregnant on television because the Federal Communications
Commission did not permit it. The term was “apparently too strongly physical and too
crudely sexual” to belong in entertainment (Solinger 163). Female sexuality and
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reproduction have been historically pathologized, due in no small part to the work of
Sigmund Freud, but the discourse on female fertility held public attention in the US
around concerns of “population control.” In 1959, President Eisenhower delivered a
speech regarding female fertility, claiming that it was largely a religious issue: “I cannot
think of anything more emphatically a subject that is not a proper political or
governmental activity or function or responsibility” (see New York Times, December 3,
1959). Eisenhower’s strong indictment of reproductive issues as non-political and strictly
a religious matter gestures toward the separation of church and state, yet several US
presidents (most recently, Donald Trump) have run on campaigns related to religious
topics, the most prominent one in the 21 st century being the anti-abortion platform. But
this is a topic for another study, for now, it is worth stating that while Eisenhower
claimed that reproductive issues were outside the purview of the US government,
Solinger reports that Eisenhower’s administration was indeed funding birth control
movements in the US: “When state health officers in Alabama, Mississippi, North
Carolina, Virginia, Florida, Georgia, and South Carolina had asked for federal money to
support contraception programs for poor, largely African American populations, the
Eisenhower administration had sent funds” (164). It would appear that birth control was
only a religious matter for middle-class white women.
Roe vs. Wade shifted the entire landscape of reproductive politics, making it
increasingly clear that the public concern about reproduction was both a religious matter
and political matter, despite the attempts of presidents like John F. Kennedy and
Eisenhower to suggest that the issue of reproduction was strictly a religious topic. The
rise of the pro-life/pro-choice narratives clearly illustrates how the gulf between secular
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and religious camps. As I discuss in Chapter 1, purity rhetorics in the latter half of the
20th century placed a heavy emphasis on separatism, urging young people to set
themselves apart from “mainstream” culture by choosing abstinence over sexual intimacy
with partners. Abstinence was articulated as the best way to avoid unwanted pregnancies
even though birth control was fairly common, making it easier for women to choose
when and if to have children. In the 1990s, access to emergency contraception (EC)
added another layer of complexity to purity rhetorics and the religious right’s crusade to
protect unborn life (as they articulated pregnancies). Fixmer-Oraiz explains, “These
public struggles were nearly nonexistence when EC was approved for US sale in 1997,
but they intensified quickly and considerably in the early years of the George W. Bush
administration—fueled by the rise of ‘family values’ politics, abstinence culture, and the
swift return to conservatism that articulated traditional gender roles (and femininity
specifically) to the interest of the nation in the wake of 9/11 terrorist attacks” (86).
Emergency contraception took on an entirely new meaning in the era of homeland
security as the rise of conservative “family values” placed specific demands on the
reproduction of “good Christian citizens.” Homeland security’s pervasive rhetorics of
emergency saturated public discourse on reproduction. Fixmer-Oraiz writes: “Placing EC
behind the counter and subjecting women to pharmacist refusal clauses, state
identification, and age requirements, the reclassification of EC fueled an uneven
distribution of reproductive choice and coercion, reflecting the disparate conditions of life
in an era of homeland maternity” (87). Through controlling the distribution of EC,
reproductive rights were rhetorically constructed around a nationalistic ideology of
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emergency that limited access to reproductive technologies, thus limiting the choices of
sexual health and parenting.
The rise of conservative, traditional “family values” during the George W. Bush
administration demonstrates the increased public concern about sexual morality in
tandem with the need to reproduce families that reflected the white, nationalistic,
evangelical values at the center of US politics. Teenage pregnancy took center stage as a
topic of national concern, as abortion and EC became legally accessible. Political
scientist Jean Calterone Williams explains that in 1996, “The US Congress passed the
Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), the highprofile welfare reform bill that was to ‘end welfare as we know it’. PRWORA contained
a provision that provided a five-year, $250 million grant for abstinence-only sex
education – referred to as Title V funding – ushering in a new period of legislative
success for abstinence-only proponents” (417). This was one of the first moves to
federally fund abstinence only education in public schools, and it came around the same
time that purity movements like True Love Waits and Silver Ring Thing were grossing
thousands of purity pledges. In chapter 1, I shared that over 210,000 young adults signed
pledges of abstinence on the Washington Mall during a True Love Waits event that was
broadcast on national television. Silver Ring Thing was founded in 1995 and currently
boasts 750,000 members (young adults, leaders, and parents). Their rebranded site,
Unaltered, states: “More than 265,000 teens received rings as a symbol of their
commitment to pursue purity with another 131,000+ dedicating their lives to Jesus Christ
as their Lord and Savior” (unaltered.org).
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Purity culture thrived under the political rise of the pro-life/pro-choice rhetoric,
relying on rhetorics of choice to bolster purity organizations’ numbers. As I discuss in
chapter 1, sexual purity was reframed as an active and engaged choice to abstain from
sex, develop an intimate relationship with Jesus, and resist the cultural values that
supported “liberal agendas.” While conservative evangelicals identify closely with the
rhetorics of pro-choice religious groups, they also utilized choice rhetoric as a method of
increasing the popularity of purity organizations by situating sexual purity as an
individual choice to abstain for secular immorality of all kinds, but especially sexual
lasciviousness. However, the rhetoric surrounding purity has never been entirely about
protecting the moral character and chastity of young women. Pro-life advocates utilized
purity rhetorics as a way to halt progress on EC accessibility, making the case that easy
access to contraception of this kind would contribute to perceived problems of welfare.
Policy scholar and political scientist, Kimala Price argues that public policies never occur
in a vacuum but are shaped by the historical and social contexts surrounding the “facts”
concerning the policy (“Quest” 283). Price published a study on the FDA policy to make
certain EC, such as Plan B, available without a prescription from a doctor, and she
predicted that anti-abortionist/pro-life stakeholders would raise concerns about teenage
girls in their objection to EC accessibility. Price elucidates for her reader why she
predicted the argument against EC, saying: “In the years preceding the FDA decision, the
anti-abortion/pro-life movement was building its opposition to reproductive rights on the
premise that rampant teen promiscuity and irresponsibility creates a multitude of societal
problems, including, but not limited to, illegitimate childbearing, persistent poverty and
overdependence on welfare” (283). This is part of why the public policy on welfare
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reform, PRWORA, includes federal funding for abstinence-only education, in the same
way the future federal funding for abstinence only education programs funded crisis
pregnancy centers, which I will turn to in the following section.
While purity rhetorics might appear separate from and indifferent to reproductive
politics in the US, the two are, in fact, inextricably linked. If one were to attend a True
Love Waits rally, they would experience an event similar to a contemporary Christian
music concert with the addition of a sermonic message on the value of sexual purity and a
call for audience members to sign purity pledges. As I have outlined here, though, these
events are deeply entrenched, both rhetorically and materially (financially), in social
constructions of reproduction that determine policies that have adversely harmed women
of color and poor women. The undeniable white supremacy of the US purity movement is
such that it works to sustain religious and political values that uphold reproductive
policies that have proven to be incredibly damaging to marginalized people groups. But
scholars and activists in reproductive justice call for work that moves away from the
established policies of pro-life/pro-choice groups, arguing for a wider frame of analysis
and action regarding reproductive politics in the US. Reproductive justice, then, opens
the space for my scholarship on Crisis Pregnancy Centers (CPCs), where I examine the
efficacy, ethics, and practices of these overtly religious reproductive clinics and their
connections to purity culture.

Crisis Pregnancy Centers: Churches with Sonagram Machines
One of the first CPCs was founded in Hawaii in 1967 by Robert Pearson, an outspoken
anti-abortion activist. Pearson published a manual titled How to Start and Operate Your
Own Pro-Life Outreach Crisis Pregnancy Center, in which he outlines specific rhetorical
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strategies for diverting women who might be considering abortion to keep the baby and
consider alternate routes such as adoption or having their mothers raise the children
(Chen 935). In her article that appeared in the Cardozo Journal of Law and Gender, Alice
Chen draws a quote from the Pearson manual that explicitly states: "there is nothing
wrong or dishonest if you don't want to answer a question that may reveal your pro-life
position by changing the caller's train of thought by asking a question in return” (935). If
the only function of CPC’s were to provide medical advice to women with unexpected
pregnancy, Pearson’s rhetorical strategy would be laughable, indeed. However, these prolife outreach programs are tied to larger “umbrella” organizations, such as Care Net and
Heartbeat International. Medical researchers, Amy Bryant and Jonas Swartz explain that
“these umbrella organizations offer legal support, ultrasound training, and other services”
such as Sexually Transmitted Infection screenings and prenatal care to CPCs that allow
the CPCs to market themselves as medical centers or women’s clinics (269). Of course,
the centers do not offer abortion, birth control, or emergency contraception.
By 2010, CPCs outnumbered abortion clinics with 1,969 CPCs to the 327
abortion clinics in the U.S. In 2004, President George W. Bush made a public statement
supporting crisis pregnancy centers and abstinence only education: “My Administration
encourages adoption and supports abstinence education, crisis pregnancy programs,
parental notification laws, and other measures to help us continue to build a culture of
life” (para. 2). The single largest source of funding for CPCs came from the CommunityBased Abstinence Education ("CBAE") program, the same program that allocated
millions of dollars to abstinence only education through purity programs like True Love
Waits. CPCs qualified for funding from the CBAE because the pregnancy centers taught
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abstinence-only practices and discouraged using contraception—two beliefs that are
rooted deeply in evangelical purity doctrine. While these centers do offer material
resources to pregnant women, this is largely a rhetorical strategy used to establish the
centers as legitimate. Medical researchers Amy Bryant and Jonas Swartz point out that
the centers often use neutral language to offer women free pregnancy tests, ultrasounds,
and in some instances, maternity clothes, diapers, and parenting classes (270). While they
appear neutral in some cases, these resources are typically tied to practices that overtly
support pro-life causes. For example, some of the centers use sonogram images that label
the fetus as “baby” on the screen, to establish a narrative of life.
While the CBAE funding has limited its funds for the religious pregnancy centers,
most of these organizations continue to receive federal funding from other avenues. In
2020, CPCs received significant federal funding as part of a coronavirus relief program.
The Guardian reports: “Anti-abortion crisis pregnancy centers across the United States
received at least $4m and possibly more than $10m in forgivable federal loans as part of
the government’s first coronavirus bailout package, called the paycheck protection
program (PPP)” (para 1). Fueled by pro-life rhetorics, CPCs have added over five
hundred new clinics nationally, and continue to expand in resources and accessibility.
The centers have disproportion numbers in Southern states as well as in low-income areas
of major cities. Women who do not have health care plans that would support
reproductive medical expenses can turn to CPCs in the initial stages of their pregnancies
in order to receive free ultra-sounds, pregnancy tests, minimal pre-natal care, and in some
cases, diapers and formula. In addition to these materials, though, women also receive
extensive (mis)information about the risks of abortion followed by, or in connection to
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religious messages about God’s mission to protect unborn life. In their very well-funded,
overtly pro-life mission, CPCs developed a reputation in mainstream media for deceiving
women and spreading lies about abortion. While this is supported with legitimate
evidence, it has recently become incredibly difficult to find overt misinformation about
abortion in CPC’s mission statements. Rather than place these materials on centerstage,
CPCs now provide very selective medical information about the abortion process, a
rhetorical move that allows them to still function as legitimate, if unethical, reproductive
centers.
Most CPCs have rebranded their organizations as “pregnancy care centers” or
“women’s health centers,” in what can only be assumed to be an effort to make the
centers more rhetorically appealing to women with unplanned pregnancies. This shift is
significant to understanding the cultural impact of these centers in rural areas that do not
have other available women’s clinics or affordable prenatal care options for women in
lower socioeconomic settings. In my archival research on CPCs in South Carolina, I
examined the 32 currently operating clinics, creating an archive of their mission
statements, services, and literature on abortion. i Initially, I planned to create an
interactive map for the centers across South Carolina, marking their locations with the
services they offered and the types of materials that they provided their customers. I
quickly realized that a map like this already existed, making my archival collection much
easier. As I began to explore the sites of the various clinics in the state, I developed the
following research questions to analyze the materials provided by the clinics:
1. Does the clinic have a clear religious affiliation?
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2. What services does the clinic provide and are there stipulations for receiving
care from the clinic?
3. Does the clinic take a stance on abortion and if so, what does the clinic offer
their audience regarding abortion?
Using these research questions as general themes for analysis, I work through three
distinct positions discovered across the clinics resources: 1) the rhetorical and ideological
construction of the clinics purpose, 2) the accessibility of resources available to pregnant
women, and 3) the framing of abortion as an extremely traumatic event for women and
men. One interesting finding worth noting here is that several of the clinics offered
resources for men, most of which offered encouragement and strategies for persuading
their pregnant partners to keep their pregnancies. I chose not to focus on this thread in the
chapter because there was relatively little information offered on these pages. If I were to
examine this more closely, I would be curious to contend with how these narratives
engage logics of masculinity and patriarchy to control women’s reproductive decisions.
Rhetorical Reframing: Pregnancy Care Centers and the Love of Christ
In the early 2000s, CPCs began to face extreme criticism from mainstream news
organization working to uncover and report on the clinic’s pro-life rhetoric. The New
York Times published an opinion piece in 2013 that included letters to the editors
concerning CPCs. In one letter Andrea Miller, the then president of Naral Pro-Choice
New York, writes: “Crisis pregnancy centers are anti-choice front facilities whose
purpose is to dissuade women from seeking abortion care, consistently providing
misinformed and manipulative information” (“Crisis” para 2). In 2018, the Supreme
Court ruled that “the State of California may not require religiously oriented ‘crisis
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pregnancy centers’ to supply women with information about how to end their
pregnancies” (“Supreme” para 1). At this point in time, CPCs across the US were now in
the national spotlight for their religious affiliation and very clear pro-life/anti-choice
stance. CPCs were undeniably religious and were also now widely recognizable as
illegitimate medical centers; so in an effort to regain credibility, the center swiftly
reframed their organizations as “pregnancy care centers” or “women’s health centers.”
The map I use to identify CPCs has collected data to identify CPCs which clinics are
religious affiliated, non-profit organizations and all of the centers were located using the
five national and international directories for CPCs: Care Net, Heartbeat International,
National Institute of Family and Life Advocates (NIFLA), Birthright International, and
Ramah International. The interactive map lists 2,525 CPCs currently operating across the
US.
The 32 operational clinics in South Carolina vary significantly in their
declarations of and dedications to promoting a strong religious affiliation. At one end of
the spectrum, clinics will openly state that their mission is to protect the lives of all
unborn babies. Others state that their primary goal is to provide women experiencing
unplanned pregnancies with the hope and love of Christ. A few clinics provide almost no
information about religious affiliations but do sate that they operate as non-profit
organizations (not medical centers). The following are examples of clinics that utilize
religious rhetorics to situate their services:
Anderson Pregnancy Care is a Christ-centered nonprofit organization
committed to providing assistance to those women who believe
themselves to be facing an untimely pregnancy. The center exists to
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minister to these women and their families with the love and compassion
of Jesus Christ, providing positive, life-affirming alternatives to abortion.
We believe that the life of the pre-born is precious - as is the life of the
mother.ii
--The vision of Palmetto Women's Center is to empower people to choose
life and have hope in Christ for the future. Palmetto Women's Center
offers hope, health, and healing to eliminate abortion by offering
excellence in medical services, consultation, personal counseling and
relationship education.iii
--We offer HOPE through Jesus’ love, HEALING through emotional and
spiritual support and HELP through medical and educational services.
We are a community that chooses LIFE.iv
--Our mission is to support men and women dealing with an unplanned
pregnancy through life-affirming services that provide alternatives to
abortion while offering a living relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ.v
These four examples are a small sample from materials that I collected for my archive of
mission statements. The mission statement from the Palmetto Women’s Center was also
updated to this form, while a previous iteration stated that the center’s mission was to
“defend innocent human life by supporting women and their families in stress
pregnancies.” The current mission statement reads that the mission is to eliminate
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abortion, downplaying the emphasis on defending the unborn life—a major trope of prolife movements. These four examples from centers that do proclaim religious messages,
do so through emphasizing positive rhetorical messages of hope, healing, and health.
Each of these four statements use these terms to reinforce the emphasis on life, “even the
life of the mother,” as the Anderson Pregnancy Care center claims.
While several of the centers’ mission statements situate their services in clearly
biblical messages or other religious rhetorics, there are an equal number of centers that
use more neutral language. These messages still tend to focus primarily on positive
reinforcement of life, stating their mission as one directed at helping men and women
who are facing unplanned and/or stressful pregnancies. The following are some examples
of centers that rely on neutral language in their mission statements:
Life Choices Pregnancy Care Center is a safe place for women and
families facing an unplanned pregnancy. If you are concerned that you
may be pregnant, we can help you. We offer free and confidential
pregnancy testing and confirmation! At Life Choices Pregnancy Care
Center, our staff continuously provide a professional and safe environment
for those who walk through our doors. You will find a group of caring
individuals who are committed to walk with you every step of the way. If
you are facing a pregnancy or sexual health-related matter with even a hint
of uncertainty, we invite you to come. vi
--LIFEBRIDGE is a LIFE Care Center specializing in the areas of
Pregnancy ~ Parenting ~ Relationships for women and men. We offer
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compassionate help and hope through our advisory and educational
services.vii
--The Women’s Enrichment Center opened its doors in 1998. We have had
the privilege of serving thousands of young women and their families
facing an unplanned pregnancy. Our services are available regardless of
income, race or religion.viii
What I found most noteworthy in messages that do not rely on religious rhetorics is a
blending of pro-life messages with choice rhetorics. These messages tend to situate
unplanned pregnancies as a choice a woman must make concerning life. While it is not
literally present, the mission statements still uphold narratives of life, often placing the
word directly in their name, as in the case with the Lifebridge center in Aiken, SC. Many
of these centers put forth statements about non-judgmental pregnancy care, indicating an
awareness that many women have most likely experienced shame from religious
communities concerning their unplanned pregnancy. These centers coax women with the
promise to be non-judgmental in their care concerning the life of their unborn child, but
the frame remains the same: pregnant women carry unborn life, not a fetus, a child—an
unborn life.
Trauma as a Rhetorical Tactic of Fear in Anti-Abortion Narratives
Another major theme that emerged from my archival work, is the way CPCs
frame unplanned pregnancy as traumatic. This often corresponds to materials they offer
women about the trauma of abortion and the long-term emotional effects they might face
if they chose to abort their pregnancy. For example, Hope Women’s Center in Easley,
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South Carolina advertises: “Hope’s mission is to encourage, engage, and equip women
and teen girls facing any difficult life situation. We guide women from trauma to
transformation!” The center goes on to explain:
We are a faith-based, trauma informed care center serving women and
teen girls facing any difficult life situation. Whatever the adversity —
addiction, domestic abuse, sexual abuse, unplanned pregnancy, feeling
overwhelmed by parenting, unemployment, loss of confidence or support
system, human trafficking, family conflict or change, children in the foster
care system, homelessness, or healing past trauma. ix
In this example, unplanned pregnancy is rhetorically situated on a trauma scale that also
includes sexual and domestic abuse. Of course, an unplanned pregnancy can be
incredibly terrifying, especially if one is concerned about losing relationships with loved
ones over the event. To help women who have chosen abortion, The Palmetto Women’s
center offers a full course called “Surrendering the Secret” for women who have had
abortions in the past. The course is advertised on their website underneath the clinic’s
services. Of course, advertising a course for women that helps them “heal” from the
trauma of abortion on a site with a primary focus on supporting women facing unplanned
pregnancy is also a rhetorical tactic designed to direct women away from abortion.
The trauma thread is almost always present on the clinics’ information concerning
abortion. Radiance Women’s Center in Beaufort, SC has a page dedicated to abortion that
includes the following message:
Abortion carries the potential for physical complications, which are
significant if they happen to you. Did you know that surgical and later
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term abortions are also associated with an increased risk of
emotional/psychological complications such as depression, anxiety, and
relationship difficulties?1-7 Women are not the only ones who may be in
distress after abortion: Men can suffer too. x
Of course, these statements are grounded in medical research, but they do not always
provide the entire picture; rather, they employ shame and fear as rhetorical tactics to
situate abortion as life threatening and extremely detrimental to women’s wellness. Not
all of the CPCs use trauma as a persuasion tool to dissuade women from abortion, but
several of the centers include messages on abortion that imply that CPCs have “inside”
information about abortion that certified medical professionals will not share with
women. For example, Daybreak Life Care Center in Columbia, SC advertises their
pregnancy counseling services as such: “Already have an appointment scheduled at an
abortion clinic? Come see us first. We can provide you with a free ultrasound to confirm
viability and how far along you are, saving you time and money.”xi Radiance has a
similar message, stating: “Some women who struggle with past abortions say that they
wish they had been told all of the facts about abortion and its risks before they made that
choice.”
These rhetorical choices are steeped in the logics of purity culture and the shame
attached to being an unwed mother considering options for her future. While there is not
a lot of data available on the demographics of those who use CPCs, all of the sites include
images of young, cheerful, and typically white women. It is assumed that the audience for
CPC’s messages would be young, unwed mothers who are afraid and/or ashamed of their
unplanned pregnancy. In her research on unwed mothers in the 1960s, Heather Adams
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argues that shame rhetorics were often used as a form of coercion to protect the image of
morality in white, upwardly mobile households in the U.S. Adams writes that shame
rhetorics “function as reproducing rhetorics that (re)produced logics of sexual purity,
coded ‘correct’ motherhood as situated within marriage, and staked out the moral and
gendered boundaries of heterosexual autonomy” (92). Purity rhetoric and the image of
morality sustain the messages and services that CPCs offer young women. These centers
rely on the same boundaries of purity coded as the “correct” way to raise children,
centering abortion as a traumatic alternative to pregnancy that the secular world
encourages unwed women to pursue. As a final example of this, Alpha Pregnancy Care of
North Charleston, SC, situates abortion as such: “Alpha PC stands in total contrast to the
business of abortion clinics that sell only the experience of death. Instead, we give
women hope and comfort in their time of crisis.” In the closing section, I will explore
possibilities of resisting and interrupting the pro-choice/pro-life rhetoric through methods
of working against purity.
Moving Beyond Choice Rhetorics by Working Against Purity
The terms of purity have been capaciously used to animate forms of bodily life as
well as social and cultural norms. The term purity is used as a counterpart to
contamination of all kinds as well as to bolster up spiritual and cultural ideas surrounding
bodies in general. Indeed, sexual purity is markedly low on the list of forms that purity
rhetorics inhabit. Yet, the network of the sexual purity is interconnected and deeply
shaped by the same cultural notions of purity used to define the spaces for and
interactions of bodies. In her work Against Purity, Alexis Shortwell argues that the notion
of purity writ large corrodes any real chance at ethical living. She writes: “Purity politics
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arise not only in our response to potential physical contamination; it is also an issue for
our ethical and political situation in the world” (3). We preach against the exploitation of
workers in dangerous working environments, yet most of us cannot afford ethically
sources clothing; we argue against slavery but continue to consume Starbucks products
produced in conditions close to chattel slavery while claiming the stamp of “free trade.”
Purity is a thin veneer for the degrading effects of capitalism in general, and in the
case of sexual purity, which I will turn to shortly, purity politics extend only to those
bodies that are always already upheld and sustained within the superstructure of
capitalism. In short, purity supports the sexual politics that demarcated white women’s
bodies as valuable, morally superior, and in need of protecting. While white women’s
bodies have been inextricably linked to the narratives of family values, Christian
households, and happy homes, these narratives intersect and inform the notion of chastity
while bolstering the image of white, heterosexual normativity. In short, purity fastens the
idea of the chaste white woman as the “norm,” discursively positioning the white female
body as the epicenter of family values that underpins the U.S. consciousness. The mission
of CPCs, in a general sense, is to support and uphold narratives of life through employing
choice rhetoric as an avenue leading to the American dream (which is a myth). The purity
movement’s rhetorical reframing of sexual abstinence as a choice that every adolescent
must make (either to be pure or to be sexually immoral) sustains an ideology of bodily
“choice” that normalizes the chastity as an ideal of Western Christianity.
As a result of this normalization, bodies that disidentify with the normalizing
effect of the chaste white woman are situated culturally as deviant and to in need of
conforming or altering in order to maintain the national ties to whiteness and the
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preservation of purity at all costs. The point I am working towards is this: women of
color, specifically Black women and Latina women, are always already demarcated as
“dirty” and are hypersexualized by a culture fascinated with hiding and obscuring
women’s bodies in rhetorics of white purity. As Patricia Hill Collins argues in Black
Feminist Thought, the dominant forms of circulation such as news media, churches and
government institutions have largely silenced and ignored the voices of Black women,
especially in regard to sexuality and motherhood. There are major gaps in the dominant
cultural sphere regarding the lived experiences of Black women, and the response from
white feminist movements have hardly helped lift the oppressive silencing of Black
women’s bodily life. Collins writes that women’s studies scholarship “demonstrates a
predilection for placing Black women in comparative frameworks…theorists typically
add Black women into preexisting feminist frameworks, often to illustrate how Black
women ‘have it worse’” (134). Rather than assimilate the experiences of Black women
into an incredibly white narrative of reproductive politics, I work to move away from the
pro-choice/pro-life binary by joining scholars in the growing field of reproductive
rhetorics who argue for reproductive justice as an expansive and more useful frame.
The recent move to rhetorically reframe CPCs as women’s health clinics or
pregnancy care clinics situates bodily “purity” as a totalizing effect that is both a choice
and a way of sustaining narratives of life. But we must ask what kind of life? Whose lives
are most valued and to what degree does this choice/life binary perpetuate violence
against those who do not and cannot subscribe to the white, middle-class purity myth?
These questions are deeply connected to the theological apparatus of Western
Christianity and the rhetorics of religion that undergird the entire political and social
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structure in the US. These same politics that control the reproductive autonomy of
women are linked to the political apparatus that sustains sexual assault and gender
violence in the most egregious ways.
Taking up concerns about how evangelical doctrines enables sexual violence
against women, in the next chapter, I examine several instances of biblical rape stories as
well as the case of 34 women who reported being sexually assaulted by prominent
religious leader, Bill Gothard. This chapter brings together several threads concerning the
canonization of rape in Western Christianity to demonstrate how sexual assault was
normalized within evangelical circles. In sharing these stories, my goal is not to exploit
the pain of women who have experienced sexual abuse in religious settings, but to
illustrate how their experiences have come to be taken as the status quo in these spaces.
In doing this kind of work, I aim to interrupt the religious patterns that normalize even
the most extreme forms of the violence against women.

i

I was conducting this archival research during the COVID-19 pandemic and had limited access to
resources from the center. In a future study, I plan to conduct ethnographic research as well as collect
interviews from those working in CPCs.
ii
See https://www.andersonpregnancycare.org/, Anderson, SC
iii
See https://www.palmettowomenscenter.com/about-us, Rock Hill, SC
iv
See https://foothillscarecenter.org/about-us/our-center/, Seneca, SC
v
See https://www.crossroadspregnancycenter.org/about, Greenwood, SC
vi
See https://pregnancyaiken.com/ Aiken, SC
vii
See https://www.lifebridgesouthcarolina.org/about, Newberry, SC
viii
See https://www.womensenrichmentcenter.com/, Lancaster, SC
ix
See https://hopewomenscenter.org/programs/.
x
See https://lifechoiceky.org/pregnancy-options/abortion/
xi
See https://www.daybreakcola.org/pregnancy-options
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CHAPTER 5
ALTARED RAPE: SEXUAL VIOLENCE IN WESTERN CHRISTIANITY AND
PURITY CULTURE
“The Hebrew Bible has much to contribute
to the historical, sociological, political, and
religious understanding of rape. One does
not need to adhere to a Christian
fundamentalist approach to gain from
reading the ancient texts, some of which
even portray the divinity as a perpetrator of
rape”
– Susanne Scholz, Sacred Witness
I grew up in a Christian community, learning of God at a young age through the lens of
patriarchy and violence. Every morning my father would wake me and my siblings at
5:30 in the morning to read from the Bible before he went to work. During the ritual, we
read through one chapter from the book of Proverbs a day, allowing us to work through
the 31 chapters repeatedly over the course of the year. On the fifth of every month, one of
use would read aloud these words from Chapter 5: “the lips of the adulterous woman drip
honey, and her speech is smoother than oil; but in the end, she is bitter as gall, sharp as a
double-edged sword. Her feet go down to death; her steps lead to the grave” (Proverbs
5:3-5 NIV). On the seventh: “My son, keep my words and store up my commands…They
will keep you from the adulterous woman, from the wayward woman with her seductive
words” (Proverbs 7: 1; 5 NIV). At the end of the month, we read: “Listen, my son!
Listen, son of my womb! Listen, my son, the answers to my prayers! Do not spend your
strength on women, your vigor on those who ruin kings” (Proverbs 31: 1-3 NIV).
Proverbs is considered the book of wisdom, authored by the wise King Solomon, and it is
exclusively addressed to sons (or, at times, children). Proverbs is the book that my own
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mother used to teach me how to read, and every morning we would sit in a circle with the
family to speak these verses aloud over our bodies.
The Proverbs teachings are not the most insidious teachings on women in the
Bible, but the repetition of speaking against the adulterous woman creates a diligent
hatred for women who have sex (and for willful women in general). It taught the men in
my family to despise women unless they were of service to them in some capacity. The
thread of “wisdom” in the Christian faith treats women as dangerous objects that have a
great capacity for lust and deceit. The best advice for men is to avoid willful women at all
costs and seek a submissive, meek, and hardworking wife such as the one presented in
the epilogue to Proverbs, “The Noble Wife.” This woman is one who rises before her
household to work in the fields and spin wool, she tends to the household needs, and is
never idle. The Proverbs 31 woman was an effigy held up to all the girls in my Christian
community as the highest form of grace, beauty, and dignity, an image we should work to
model in our future—being a wife and mother who a man could be proud of in her
submission and humble household work. This idolized woman who runs her household
quietly is the icon of purity culture, and she stands in stark contrast to the “other” women,
the jezebels and harlots who are leading good, godly men astray with their sexuality and
laziness. In Lady in Waiting, Kendall writes: “When you look to the virtuous woman
Proverbs 31, you will see God’s picture of a beautiful woman” (79). She tells her young
readers that if the devote time to developing “qualities God describes as beautiful, such as
wisdom, kindness, and godliness, you would become the excellent woman Proverbs
31:10 says a man should try to find” (79). Kendall returns to the Proverbs 31 woman in a
later chapter as a role model of purity even though secular, worldly women have rejected
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her: “Does the Proverbs 31 woman seem obsolete? Maybe for the ‘cosmopolitan’ woman
she is obsolete, but not for the Lady of Conviction” (184). It is perhaps important to point
out here that within the Christian tradition, it is believed that the Bible was written by
men and inspired by a male God. The figure of the nameless, bodiless Proverbs 31
woman springs entirely from male imagination and provides an absurd standard for
women.
The concept of The Noble Wife displayed in Proverbs 31 creates a dialectic
between godly women and adulterous women, or pure women and impure women. The
larger discourse of male control and patriarchy situate women in a framework where
women’s bodies are always already dangerous but can be harnessed for good through
submission and obedience to male order. The Noble Wife is a key trope of purity culture
and offers a unique perspective on past and recent conversations concerning the control
of women’s bodies, specifically women’s sexuality. Many second wave feminists discuss
the subjugation of women’s bodies within a religious patriarchal order as one of many
concerns that lead to perpetration of sexual violence against women (Brownmiller; Daly;
Dworkin). Brownmiller’s influential text Against Our Will: Men Women and Rape,
includes biblical representations of rape and sexual violence as part of her critique of
patriarchy, and Andrea Dworkin extends these threads in her connections between antiSemitism and misogyny. Current popular feminist work has offered much analysis of
rape culture and gender violence as a continuous thread of patriarchal culture (Harding;
Gay). In recent feminist scholarship, there has been a movement to look specifically at
the connections between sexual violence against women and purity culture (Scholz;
Stiebert; Blythe). Included in this thread of feminist work against rape culture are several
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works from women who have left evangelical purity culture and write about their
personal exodus from the sexual violence they experienced as in-group members of that
religious practice (Klein; Finch).
Drawing from various threads of feminist work on rape culture, religion, purity,
and sexual violence, I use specific illustrations from biblical rape stories as well as
contemporary cases of sexual violence in religious organization to illustrate the intimate
connections between religious patriarchy and sexual violence. Many of these testimonies
are rooted in theoretical concepts outlined in my previous chapter on religious discourse
and secularism, and I extend these theories here to include a deeper analysis of the
connection between sexual violence and purity culture. I ultimately argue that the ties
between biblical rape stories and purity culture are significant to our current
conversations on sexual violence because they contribute to our understanding of gender
violence, toxic masculinity, and patriarchy. Part of this analysis involves bearing witness
to the individual and collective trauma of rape culture, not as a sensational event but as a
practice of mourning the violations of bodily autonomy in the wake of sexual violence.
The contours of this study are sticky and liminal because gender violence and
sexual assault persist, and no amount of writing or understanding will put an end to the
inexplicable pain experienced by bodies in the grips of rape culture. Still, the invitation to
bear witness, mourn, and understand offer an important space for people to both heal
from the wounds of rape culture and resist the violence assailing the sexual autonomy of
gendered bodies. Religion, rhetoric, and sexual violence wrap around one another, and in
this chapter, I contend with religious stories about sexual violence as central to the
structure of our current cultural values. Ultimately, I argue that the canonization and
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circulation of rape stories in Western Christianity endorses the status quo of rape culture
that keeps every woman in a state of bodily precarity. In order to interrupt systems of
sexual violence in which women are assaulted at alarming rates, I urge us to consider the
ways in which religious rhetorics position gender violence as an acceptable order of
divine hierarchy.
The work of recovering women’s stories and bodily experiences that have been
pushed to the boundaries of discourse, or what Julia Kristeva calls the realm of the abject,
animates the stories included in this chapter (“Powers of Horror” 16). The power of
language and the rhetorical salience of women’s bodily experiences highlight the ways in
which violence and rhetoric inextricably mingle in the canonization of women’s bodily
experience. In her work on the logics of sacrifice, rhetorical scholar Lynn Worsham
argues that effective persuasion “must be understood as forms of conceptual or symbolic
violence—in other words as part of the problem of human violence” (30). Worsham uses
theories from Kenneth Burke and Kristeva to further explicate the links between violence
and rhetoric, explaining that both theorists “point to the decisive fact of vulnerability and
a corresponding fear…that move us into language as a deflection of and a defense
mechanism against reality, a reality we share with all living beings” (31). i The linguistic
methods of historizing rape and sexual violence necessarily deflect attention from the
reality of bodily violation. How we consume rape narratives and trauma narratives
reflects a rhetorical positioning of sexual violence as abject, as a reality that lives on the
border or outside the realm of rhetoric. Worsham points out that rhetoric is often
construed as the counterpart to violence, but Burke, Kristeva, and Worsham all suggest
that the two are not in contrast but are instead interrelated. In other words, rhetoric is an
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attempt to create identification, leading away from division; however, at the very moment
identification is formed, a division simultaneously occurs. This is best explicated in
Burke’s Rhetoric of Motives, where he explains that the invitation to rhetoric occurs in
the liminal space between division and identification, meaning that rhetoric (or,
language) does not offer a cure to division through identification, but puts us in the
middle of the two (RM 19-24). It is the pharmakon: both the poison and the cure. It is
necessary for us, then, to consider the ways in which language creates or sustains systems
of violence.
In working with women’s experiences of sexual violence it is critical to approach
these narratives with a lens that does not sensationalize the trauma. The
sensationalization of rape stories, much like the omission of women’s voices from rape
narratives, engenders a continuation of violence that is both material and rhetorical. In
examining biblical rape stories, I attempt to recover the experiences of women within
these narratives in an effort to bear witness to the systemic nature of sexual violence
enmeshed in the structure of patriarchy. Contemporary purity rhetorics rely on the violent
canonization of rape in Western Christianity, as this canonization silences the women in
the stories, blames women for the violation they experience, and/or uses rape as a
justification for future violence. Throughout this chapter, I contend that purity rhetorics
work alongside the Christian canonization of rape to facilitate sexual violence against
women and blame women for the violence experienced in their bodies.
To make this argument, first I analyze several cases of biblical rape narratives to
explore the rhetorical framing of rape in the Christian canon. I work through each
narrative as it appears in contemporary translations of the Hebrew Bible, then I analyze
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the stories through a feminist lens, drawing from rhetorical, religious, and feminist
scholarship. In the following section, I turn to the case study of 34 women who were
sexually assaulted while serving or living at the religious organization, the Institute of
Basic Life Principles. This case study connects the rhetorical effects of purity culture
with secular understandings of rape culture. Following this, I return to the trope of the
“willful woman” as an example of how religious purity rhetorics situate women’s
sexuality as the scapegoat for rape crimes. Finally, I conclude with a potential frame for
feminist theology that works to restore women’s autonomy in sacred space and place.

Biblical Rape: How Narratives of Sexual Violence Inform the Structure of Purity Culture
The entanglement of sexual violence and male power appears at the center of all biblical
rape stories. Acts of sexual violence are, by nature, entirely connected to the gendering of
bodies as they involve intimate violation of one’s sexual and personal autonomy. In a
conversation I had with Diane Davis, she remarked that the most important element of
sexual violence lies in its nebulous nature—never fully one or other, never just an act of
violence and never just an act of sexuality. Sexual violence is imbued with power,
control, domination, punishment, and elements of sacrifice. In many Old Testament
stories (the books of the Hebrew Bible that precede the birth of Christ), war, genocide,
and rape keep close company, oftentimes sanctioned by God as justice for a crime. In
Chapter 2, I reference the story from the book of Judges where the Levite’s concubine
was raped and killed and later cut up by her master and sent out to the twelve tribes of
Israel. In response to this crime, the tribes gather to determine an appropriate punishment
for the perpetrators of the concubine’s rape. Of course, the main cause for concern is the
retribution of the Levite’s property since it was an egregious crime to violate a woman
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because she belonged to a man. What follows is a story of genocide, war, and mass rape.
I explicate this story here to set up a premise for understanding the extent of divinely
sanctioned rape in biblical contexts, and to illustrate how the Israelite deity encourages
and even commands mass rapes as part of divine retribution for crimes committed against
his people (or at least his male leaders).

Women as Property: The Rape of the Concubine and the Capture of the Shiloh Wives
The story begins with the tribes gathering to determine who is to be held responsible for
the death of the concubine, and when they learn the men of Gibeah committed the
violation, they send messengers to the tribe of Benjamin asking for the men of Gibeah to
be turned over for punishment. Gibeah is a town that belongs to the tribe of Benjamin,
and it is the place where the concubine was raped and killed, so the Benjamites are held
responsible for the actions of these men. In Judges Chapter 20, we learn that the tribe of
Benjamin refuses: “But the Benjamites would not listen to their fellow Israelites. From
their towns they came together at Gibeah to fight against the Israelites” (Judges 20: 1314, NIV). War ensues, and Israel gathers 400,000 men to fight against the 26,000
Benjamite soldiers. The Israelites plunder the city and kill all of the women and men in
the city in what can only be considered a genocide. After this, they return to the Lord and
weep for the tribe of Benjamin because they do not wish to see an entire tribe annihilated
from the group.
In the aftermath of the genocide, the primary concern for Israel becomes finding
wives for the remaining men in the Benjamite tribe in order to keep the bloodline intact.
The catch is that the men of Israel took an oath when they went to war that no one should
give a daughter to be married to a Benjamite. So, they must find a tribe that had not
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gathered at Mizpah where they took this oath to not give their women to Benjamites.
They discover that Jabesh Gilead had not assembled with them, freeing them from the
technicality of the oath, meaning their women were on the table, so to speak. In learning
this information, “the assembly sent twelve thousand fighting men with instructions to go
to Jabesh Gilead and put to the sword those living there, including the women and
children. ‘This is what you are to do,’ they said. ‘Kill every male and every woman who
is not a virgin” (Judges 21:10-12 NIV). The 400 virgins they found after they had killed
everyone else were promptly given to the Benjamites, but they were not enough. Israel,
once again perturbed by the dissolving tribe of Benjamin, decided to use the annual
festival at Shiloh as a way to procure more brides. They instructed the Benjamites to go
to the festival and lie in wait for women. When they saw the women gathering, they
jumped from hiding and kidnapped them to take them as wives. The Israelites decided
this, saying: “When their fathers or brothers complain to us, we will say to them, ‘Do us
the favor of helping them, because we did not get wives for them during the war. You
will not be guilty of breaking your oath because you did not give your daughters to
them’” (Judges 21:22 NIV). After they accomplished the mass kidnapping and rape of the
women of Shiloh, everyone returned home, and the war came to a close with the
Benjamites restored through the women of Shiloh.
War underscores the violence seen in the book of Judges, and the authors situate
rape in this story as a byproduct of war, not even referring to the rape as sexual violation
of women, but as the violation of male property. Another form of violence emerges in the
glossing over and erasure of gendered violence. In this example, the bodily experiences
of the women who are passed from tribe to tribe, must be teased out and explicated from
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the main storylines of war and genocide. Indeed, we hear nothing from the women, which
can be expected from most biblical stories, but we also hear very little about the women
other than as objects moved around, cut up, passed out to tribes, carried away to become
wives in a foreign land. Women’s pain and violation never appear as even a peripheral
concern in this story, except in the beginning when the concubine’s rape and subsequent
murder are shared as an outrageous crime against a man’s personal property. In her work
on ecologies of violence, rhetoric scholar Megan Eatman explains that this kind of
violence is one that occurs around the edges of material violence, existing before and
after acts of direct violence: “This violence, which dwells in quotidian structures and
practices, can inflict harm differently than the more visible violence of killing or
maiming” (7). Sexual violence, in general lives in a space out of space, dwelling within
the body as a violation of one’s agency and power over their personhood. But the ways in
which rape is canonized performs violence outside the visible and overt. Drawing from
Johan Galtung’s work on violence, Eatman explains, “The surrounding circumstances
and following events, however, involve… less obvious forms of harm that facilitate and
emerge from each other and direct violence” (7). These forms of harm include not only
the events of violation, but how these stories are circulated culturally.
Rape is typically circulated as a sensationalized event, the most grotesque form of
violation. For example, the famous Brock Turner case that engendered much public
attention, focused on the painful and detailed retelling of the rape from the victim and the
injustice of the perpetrator’s mild sentencing. The hyper-visibility of cases like these
draws public attention to violent rape committed by strangers, which is certainly worthy
of public scrutiny. But many rape stories are obscured in our cultural dynamic as women
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are either dismissed or determined hysterical for the abuses they have sustained. In fact,
one popularized version of an ancient Roman myth concerning mass rape appears in the
1954 production of the musical screenplay Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, which was
nominated for several Oscars when it was released. The story involves seven men who
live alone on a farm in the mountains without any women. The men are portrayed as
rough and rowdy but well meaning, good-natured people. When one of them goes to
town and comes home with a wife, the rest of the brothers want wives, too. Upon hearing
about the capture and rape of the Sabine women in Plutarch’s version, the men go to
town and happily abduct six women, take them back to the isolated mountain farm, and
cause a massive avalanche to prevent the town’s people rescuing the women. While they
do not rape the women, the men eventually woo the women, and they happily marry their
captors by the end of the film. Of course, the film is not meant to provide a cultural
critique of rape culture, but it reveals how our cultural conceptions of gender and
masculinity often trivialize women’s experiences of sexual violence and violation. Later
in this chapter, I explore how the erasure of rape from popular media, with the exception
of sensationalized stories detailing violent stranger rape, creates a rhetorical situation in
which women who are sexually abused en masse are entirely dismissed.
The Western canonization of rape facilitates the continued oppression of women
experiencing sexual violence on the borders of materiality. The consumption of rape
narratives through a sensational lens turns the event of rape into a cultural commodity,
one often used for entertainment in a grotesque sense. This consumption also obscures
fundamental questions concerning the nature of sexual violence in general, such as, why
do men rape women? What situates women as vulnerable to the event of sexual
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violation? What constitutes rape as an unfortunate yet accepted function in culture? Susan
Brownmiller works through many of these concerns in her famous work on rape culture
published in 1975. At the outset, Brownmiller writes, “What it all boils down to is that
the human male can rape” (13). The matter of ability, of course, is not the only concern
for Brownmiller, but before one can begin to unpack the cultural function of rape, it must
be stated that our canonization of rape and the historical oppression of women under laws
of patriarchy positions male bodies as always already potential perpetrators of sexual
violence and women’s bodies as vessels for this violence. “From prehistoric times to the
present,” writes Brownmiller, “I believe, rape has played a critical function. It is nothing
more or less than a conscious process of intimidation by which all men keep all women in
a state of fear” (15). Brownmiller turns to look at rape in war settings, specifically
examining how the mingling of violence and rape intersect. In World War II, she points
to the systematic, mass rape of Nanking and the Western press surrounding the rapes. Life
magazine reported, reluctantly, that a few uninvestigated rape cases had been reported.
Eventually, the rape of Nanking was passed into common usage as stories of the atrocity
continued to circulate. To this day, many people are skeptical of the systematic mass
rape, or they dismiss it entirely. Brownmiller also includes the Vietnam war as an
example of how rape was construed, rhetorically, as a way to keep soldiers happy by
providing them with the sexual use of women’s bodies. There is an underlying
assumption that men at war require women’s bodies as a means to an end in the war
endeavor (94).
To frame the canonization of rape in more basic terms, the event of rape is both a
material and rhetorical reality. The earliest biblical stories about rape underscore a
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cultural grid in which women are property, belonging not only to their fathers and
husbands, but to all males everywhere. The residue of biblical laws that situate women as
property appears in contemporary, popularized Christian teaching. The rhetoric has
shifted, of course, to a less blatant version of male domination, with the main focus on
teaching men that their divine purpose in life is to lead, protect, and provide for women.
The rhetorical assumption is that women require protection from men because men are
inherently “wired” for violence—a common teaching in purity literature that I address in
the following section. Brownmiller eloquently argues against this, saying, “the historic
price of woman’s protection by man against man was the imposition of chastity and
monogamy. A crime committed against her body became a crime against the male estate”
(17). She also points out that in the original guiding principles for godly behavior, women
are once again situated as objects belonging to men: “‘Thou shall not rape’ was
conspicuously missing from the Ten Commandments, although Moses received distinct
communication against adultery and another, for good measure, against the coveting of
thy neighbor’s wife, bracketed this second time around with thy neighbor’s house, his
field, his servant, his ox, his ass” (19). Even the earliest Christian laws circumscribe
women as male possessions equivalent to livestock and land, and this is why in the story
from Judges an entire war is fought over the rape and murder of the Levite’s concubine—
not because anyone cared about that woman’s violation, but because it was an egregious
violation of the Levite’s property akin to setting his fields on fire or killing his livestock.
Rape was addressed in the law first as a property crime—as an assault by a man
on another man’s property (i.e., his wife/sister/daughter/mother). In many of the biblical
laws, the redresses for rape treated the victim as a guilty party. Or, in later instances, as
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damaged property to be paid for. Women were protected by men against the act of rape
by marriage, meaning that as they were esteemed as part of male property (daughters or
wives) they were protected under the law against rapists. However, the price for this was
the chastity of women’s bodies. If women could not prove their virginity, they were
worthless on the market of marriage. The economic value that female sexuality came to
possess was tied to the patriarchal structure of exchanging women through marriage
rituals so that a daughter was passed by a father to another man to become that man’s
wife, never her own person. Brownmiller uses the biblical example of Potiphar’s wife
who accused Joseph of attempting to rape her after she had supposedly seduced him. In
the biblical myth, Potiphar is a high-ranking official, and his wife has exponential market
value for that reason. Therefore, when she charges Joseph for attempting to rape her, he is
thrown into jail where he gains prominence and eventually is released and even made
prime minister. Potiphar’s wife is believed to have seduced Joseph, a pure man of God,
and then ruins him by falsely accusing him of raping her. Joseph eventually works his
way out of prison by sharing prophesies about the future, and he goes on to become one
of the great patriarchs of faith, always remembered for his faithfulness to God’s laws.
Meanwhile, Potiphar’s wife is canonized as a lying seductress, fruitless in her efforts to
sleep with Joseph, but protected under the laws of property.
Modern day purity culture emulates these laws by situating women within a
rhetorical frame of chastity that elevates young women’s sexual purity as the most
important feature (or “gift”) that she can offer a husband. Without her chastity, she is
nothing. I remember my own father telling me on multiple occasions as a teenager, that if
a man attempted to rape me it would be better for me to kill myself in the process of
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avoiding the rape (that is, if the man was threatening my life as a method of submission).
The underlying assumption is always that a woman needs to be under male protection and
needs to perform chastity publicly in order to avoid rape. Within purity culture, the
violation of a woman’s sexual purity tarnishes her whether she consented to the act or
not. To mitigate this, purity culture imposes a structure wherein the father protects/owns
his daughter’s sexuality until she marries.
In the YouTube documentary, Pledging My Purity to Dad (Celibacy
Documentary), which has over one million views, virginity is displayed as a commodity
that a young girl’s father must possess and protect before he allows her to marry a preapproved man. The documentary deals with several stories of young women attending
purity balls and taking pledges that their fathers, as God’s ordained authority over their
lives, protect their sexual purity until the time comes for them to marry a man who has
received the father’s blessing. To further illustrate the myriad concerns at the intersection
of patriarchal religion and rape, in the following section, I turn to two other biblical rape
stories, the rape of Dinah and the rape of Bathsheba, to explicate the ties between rape
culture and the value system of contemporary purity culture. Within this section, I work
through purity texts set up in Chapter 1 to elucidate notions of masculinity and gender
violence performed through the rhetorical structure of purity culture.

The Rapes of Dinah and Bathsheba: What Were They Wearing?
Several scholars have written on the rape of Dinah as an example of how women’s value
is determined under biblical patriarchy and property laws. The rape of Bathsheba is
slightly more contentious given the circumstances of the story (war and murder taking
primacy over the event) and the missing element of her own voice within the story. That
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is, we never hear from Bathsheba within the narrative. Similar to Dinah’s story, the
narrative does not include explicit resistance from the women, leaving it open to the
possible interpretation of consent from the women. Susan Scholz, who writes extensively
on rape in the Bible, points out that Dinah’s rape is also contented by some feminist
scholars, and in one novel the rape is retold as a love story in which Dinah and her
perpetrator are actually in love with one another (4). These contentions direct attention to
two important threads regarding women’s experiences with sexual violence: first, the
details of sexual violence are incredibly challenging to accurately recount since trauma
often interrupts the way memories are stored. But the psychological effects of rape should
never be used as a mechanism to discredit victims of sexual violence. Second, these
contentions show us the impossibility of talking about rape within a patriarchal structure
especially as women are often accused of provoking rape through the way they dress or
the way they engage with the perpetrator. I use the stories of these two biblical women to
further explicate the challenges surrounding rape narratives in Western thinking.
Found in Genesis 34, Dinah’s story begins with her innocuous visit to women in
her surrounding land where she is seen by Shechem who immediately desires her. The
first piece of information the reader receives about Dinah, though, is that she is the
daughter of Leah and Jacob, one of the foremost figures in the Old Testament, a great
patriarch. Immediately following this, we read: “When Shechem son of Hamor the
Hivite, the ruler of that area, saw her, he took her and raped her. His heart was drawn to
Dinah daughter of Jacob; he loved the young woman and spoke tenderly to her” (Genesis
34: 2-3 NIV). According to the story, Shechem tried to marry Dinah, but when her
brothers learned that he had raped Jacob’s daughter ii, they were furious and refused the
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match based on the atrocity of Shechem’s violation. Dinah’s virtue had been stolen from
her in the event of the rape, and even if Shechem married Dinah this would not restore
the honor of chastity, the most valuable quality a woman could possess. Still, Shechem
persisted in his attempts to marry Dinah, and he sent his father to negotiate with Jacob
and his sons for Dinah’s hand in marriage. Jacob’s sons took this opportunity for revenge
for Dinah’s violation and told Shechem’s father that they could not intermarry since the
men of their land were not circumcised. They told Shechem’s father: “We will enter into
an agreement with you on one condition only: that you become like us by circumcising
all your males. Then we will give you our daughters and take your daughters for
ourselves. We’ll settle among you and become one people with you.” (Genesis 34:15-16
NIV). Shechem’s family agreed to this, and they returned to their city to convince all the
males to agree to circumcision in order to trade and intermarry with Jacob’s family. The
men of the city agreed to this, and after the mass circumcision was complete, two of
Jacob’s son went into the city and killed every male while they were weak and recovering
from their circumcisions. They plundered the city and carried off all the women (it is safe
to assume that many of these women were raped in the process). When confronted by
Jacob, who was extremely disappointed in these events, the sons simply replied, “‘Should
he have treated our sister like a prostitute?’” (Genesis 34:31 NIV). While Dinah’s rape
enraged the brothers, the root cause of this was Shechem’s afront to their personal
property—in raping Dinah, Shechem destroyed her market value in the eyes of her
brother’s, a heinous crime and devaluation of their personal property.
Bathsheba’s story differs significantly from Dinah’s as she has no male figure
advocating for retribution from King David for raping her. Perhaps one of the most
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commonly circulated stories from the Old Testament, Bathsheba’s rape iii and the murder
of her husband is frequently taught as a warning against greed. While the narrative
contains both murder and rape, when the prophet Samuel confronts King David about his
crimes, he uses a parable of a rich ruler with many sheep stealing the sole possession of
one of his subjects. David is enraged when he hears of the ruler’s greed and the robbery
of the poor man’s possessions, and when Samuel reveals that the man in the story is
David, the kind is stricken with remorse. So, Bathsheba’s imprisonment, rape, and loss of
her husband get reduced to a tale of stealing another man’s possessions. To get a better
sense of the story, I will outline some details from the second book of Samuel, where the
full story unfolds.
The story begins with a classic example of the male gaze: “One evening David
got up from his bed and walked around on the roof of the palace. From the roof he saw a
woman bathing. The woman was very beautiful, and David sent someone to find out
about her” (2 Samuel 11:2-3 NIV). Jeff Buckley venerated this as a moment of deepest
desire in Buckley’s popularized version of the song “Hallelujah” where David was
disarmed by the beauty of a woman unaware of his presence. Rembrandt also famously
painted this moment in his work “Bathsheba Bathing” (1654). French feminist theorist,
Hélène Cixous reflects on Rembrandt’s painting, saying: “He paints the bruised heart of
Bathsheba…the trace of what has escaped us…what has just happened, what is going to
happen, and which traverses us suddenly, pierces us, turns us upside down, escapes—
beyond the painting, beyond thought, and leaves us there panting, suspended, grazed, he
paints the body that remains, maybe the skin, maybe the cadaver” (16). In the story,
David summons Bathsheba, rapes her, sends her home, and several days later she sends
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word to him that she is pregnant. She had been bathing on her roof to cleanse herself
from her most recent menstrual cycle. The only direct words we have from Bathsheba in
these events: “I am pregnant” (2 Samuel 11:5).
King David is easily the most exalted patriarch in contemporary Christian
teaching. He is remembered for slaying the giant Goliath as a young man, and he
becomes canonized for his fervent devotion to God. He is called “a man after God’s own
heart” and held up to young Christian men as an example worthy of emulation. Following
the rape and consequent pregnancy, David sends word to Bathsheba’s husband, Uriah, to
return to the city from battle in hopes that Uriah will sleep with his wife while home and
free David from the crime of adultery (and taking another man’s property). Alas, he is
thwarted in his effort since Uriah refuses to return to his home while his men sleep in
tents outside the city. David even brings Uriah to the palace, gives him wine to make him
drunk and goads him to go home to his wife. Uriah still sleeps with his men outside the
city in solidarity. Finally, David sends Uriah to the frontlines of battle and commands the
other leaders to withdraw from Uriah so that he will be struck down in the fighting (2
Samuel 11:14 NIV). After Uriah’s death, David sends for Bathsheba and makes his
palace her permanent home. In Chapter 2, I discuss the events that unfold after this
happens, but to summarize, David loses his child born from Bathsheba, quickly recovers
from the loss and returns to praising the Lord. In fact, he is seen as a pious and astute
man of God for so quickly moving past the death of his son. Much later, Jesus Christ is
born from the lineage of David.
Bathsheba offers a unique example of contemporary interpretations of biblical
rape stories, because we hear so little from her throughout the story. In some
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contemporary teachings her story is used as a warning to young women to avoid
becoming too alluring in their appearance lest they attract too much attention from men.
I’ve heard pastors go as far as to say that Bathsheba is to blame for bathing on the roof
and tempting King David with her beauty, driving him to murder her husband—most
people would call that interpretation victim blaming. More often, though, this story is
used to demonstrate how God “calls and uses” imperfect people. In one sermon from
Crossroads church, published on YouTube in 2016, Pastor Jeff (his screen name) argues
that in the second book of Samuel, Chapters 9 and 10 show us King David at the height
of his faith, an example that far surpasses anything that “normal people can imagine”
(3:40). “He was at the peak of his faith walk,” says Pastor Jeff, “it was beautiful! And in
second Samuel chapter 11, David sees Bathsheba. Down he goes [here he makes a
spiraling sound as he preaches] and I believe that it was put there for a reason…because
we need to be aware of the fact that whether we’ve been a Christian for three years or
thirty years, we are vulnerable…Satan is out there trying to trip us up” (3:40-4:21). In
2019, Crossroads church had an average weekly attendance of 29,898 people, just to give
an estimate of how many people might have listened to this specific sermon. Of greater
import, though, is that this represents a common approach to contemporary teachings on
this biblical story, the most significant feature being King David’s downfall at the hands
of Bathsheba.
In the final examination of biblical rape, I move to the rape of Tamar, a story in
which we hear repeated pleas from the victim for the perpetrator to not violate her body.
This account is one of the few instances where the woman’s voice is present throughout,
and before I begin, I ask that you read with a sense of bearing witness to her experience.
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It is tempting to consume stories such as this one through a lens of sensationalism; but, as
these women’s voices have already been obscured in our canonization of rape narratives,
I ask us to lend an ear to their recovery that extends beyond consumption into a realm of
mourning. In the rape of Tamar, her resistance situates her as a virtuous woman within
patriarchy. But in applying what feminist rhetorician Jacqueline Jones Royster and Gesa
Kirsch call critical imagination, we can read through, around, between, and alongside the
lines of Tamar’s story as a representation of rape culture currently coursing through our
cultural imagination.
The Rape of Tamar: Resistance as a Woman’s Last Virtuous Act
The rape of Tamar occurs two chapters after the story of Bathsheba, and it involves an
insidious scheme from her brother Amnon, a son of King David. Second Samuel Chapter
13, states: “Amnon became so obsessed with his sister Tamar that he made himself ill.
She was a virgin, and it seemed impossible for him to do anything to her” (13:2 NIV).
Tamar was a daughter of King David, protected as his property by many powerful men,
including Absalom (another famous biblical character). King David’s brother provides
Amnon with a plot to catch Tamar and rape her, first he tells him to pretend to be sick,
suggesting the following path: “When your father comes to see you, say to him, ‘I would
like my sister Tamar to come and give me something to eat. Let her prepare the food in
my sight so I may watch her and then eat it from her hand’” (2 Samuel 13:5 NIV). Of
course, when Tamar comes, he reveals to her that he is not sick but intends to sleep with
her. At this juncture, we hear Tamar resist, saying: “’No, my brother...Don’t force me!
Such a thing should not be done in Israel! Don’t do this wicked thing. What about
me? Where could I get rid of my disgrace? And what about you? You would be like one
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of the wicked fools in Israel. Please speak to the king; he will not keep me from being
married to you” (2 Samuel 13:12-13 NIV). Tamar knew that if Amnon slept with her
while she was not married to him, she would be disgraced, so rather than face the
disgrace of rape she suggests marrying her perpetrator to avoid the shame that would
follow if he raped her outside a marriage. “But he refused to listen to her, and since he
was stronger than she, he raped her. Then Amnon hated her with intense hatred. In fact,
he hated her more than he had loved her. Amnon said to her, ‘Get up and get out!’” (2
Samuel 13: 14-15 NIV). Tamar refused to leave, knowing that if she walked away then,
she would be covered in the shame of her violation. She wanted a promise of marriage
from her brother who had raped her.
Following her rape, Absalom lets Tamar stay with him as long as she remains
calm about her violation, and Tamar agrees to this and lives in his house as “a desolate
woman” (2 Samuel 13:20). Two years later, Absalom takes his revenge and kills Amnon
when Amnon is drunk and least expects it. King David is furious at Absalom for killing
his son, Amnon, and Absalom fled the city to hide from his father in case King David
sought to execute him for killing Amnon. Of the rape stories recounted here, Absalom’s
revenge for the rape of Tamar reads as the one most likely to be a revenge out of love for
his sister rather than a retribution for the violation of property. Yet, there is no true
retribution for rape. What could possibly serve as recompense for the violation of one’s
body and psyche? Still, Absalom carries a genuine regard for his sister and seeks justice
for the crime of Amnon against Tamar. This story is not as circulated in contemporary
church settings. But, in the sole memory I have of hearing this story as a child, the pastor
portrayed Absalom as a disobedient son unwilling to let God seek revenge for the crimes
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of Amnon. Seen through this lens, the rape of Tamar was barely mentioned, because the
focal point was Absalom’s violent murder of Amnon and his subsequent flight from the
city. The pastor explained that in running from his crime, Absalom admitted to his guilt.
In any case, Tamar is venerated in most interpretations of this story for her strong, clear
resistance to her perpetrator. Tamar’s resistance serves as a sign of her virtue since she
fought not only to free herself from Amnon, but to absolve the crime of rape by marrying
her rapist.
The primacy of resistance to sexual violence from the rape victim in this narrative
is what leads me now to the ways in which purity culture continues to facilitate sexual
violence against women. Through teaching girls at a very young age that their virginity
(and the protection of their sexual purity) is their most important quality, purity culture
overtly instructs young women to guard their chastity by dressing modestly, not flirting
with men, making sure they are never alone with a man, and never engaging in sexual
acts outside of marriage (willingly or not). In several of Leslie Ludy’s texts, she plainly
tells her young female reader that if she dresses immodestly (i.e., showing cleavage,
exposing her shoulders or knees to the naked eye) then she cannot blame men for treating
her like a sexual object (Lost Art of True Beauty; Authentic Beauty). Of course, this is
troubling to most audiences, but Ludy’s teachings are connected to larger ideologies in
purity culture that place rape prevention squarely on the shoulders of women. In tandem
with these teachings, many of the books written for young men, such as John Eldredge’s
Wild at Heart: Discovering the Secret of a Man’s Soul, teach men that God’s divine plan
for all men is to embrace masculinity by allowing themselves to be, well, wild. In the
intro to his text, Eldredge argues that the messages men receive from mainstream culture
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teach them to be “sensitive,” “faithful,” and “responsible” and fail to touch on men’s true
nature: “No, men need something else. They need a deeper understanding of why they
long for adventures, battle and a Beauty—and why God made them just like that”
(emphasis in original, xi). For the most part, Eldredge’s book is ridiculous and somewhat
innocuous—in the opening chapter he simply argues that men need to spend more time
outside, an activity that should come naturally to his gender, like their “innate love of
maps” (4). However, these messages about masculinity are representative of evangelical
beliefs about gender roles in which men are required (by God) to dominate, lead, and
protect women who are required to be submissive, meek, and vulnerable.
Purity literature’s treatment of gender roles reinforces many of the narratives that
appear in the rape stories outlined above. Perhaps more insidious, though, is the way that
these texts interpret structures of sexual violence and rape. In her examination of bibles
printed specifically for young teenage girls, Caroline Blythe explains that most stories
about sexual violence are reframed as “a sexual purity problem” that situates the event as
an issue of sin in a general sense, removing the parameters of assault on women’s bodies.
Blythe’s analysis points out that when sexual violence is included, “it is primarily
elevated in terms of its repercussions on the sexual purity of the (female) victim” (4).
This loss of sexual purity is also presented to the young female reader as the most horrific
element of sexual assault and the primary reason to avoid sexual assault (as though one
could simply choose to not be assaulted). Blythe argues: “Purity products aimed at
evangelical teen girls reinforce discourses of sexuality and gender that lie at the heart of
rape culture: discourses that measure a woman’s social and spiritual worth according to
her sexual status, particularly her chastity” (12). These narratives are constructed on top
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of and, quite literally in the bibles Blythe examines, intertwined with the stories of
biblical rape, reinforcing the concept that the perpetration of male violence against
women is part and parcel of God’s plan for humanity. The task presented to young
evangelical girls, then, is to ward off sexual violence as best they can at the risk of losing
their social and spiritual worth.
Women sharing their experiences of sexual violence often feels like screaming
into a void, waiting on the boundaries of discourse to be heard, watching the men who
violated their bodies be sworn in as justices of the Supreme Court, knowing there is
nothing to be done. Meanwhile, the men who are their brothers, fathers, and colleagues
ask them if it is just to punish a man for a crime committed years prior to the
prosecution? I disagree with the question itself. Punishment is not necessarily the end
goal. Retribution is a man’s game, designed by patriarchy to keep people afraid, to keep
them on their knees begging for relief that will never materialize. In each of these stories,
retribution for rape always manifests in the form of more rape. The answer to rape is not
an increase of sexual violence. I will not pretend to have answers to rape culture, but I
believe that responding to rape with increased acts of violation and violence certainly
moves us further from a method of healing, resistance, and dismantling. The rhetorical
effects of purity culture within evangelical discourse position women as vulnerable and
dependent upon male protection (from other males who might rape them). In the next
section, I move from the canonized, biblical stories regarding rape to a case of sexual
assault that was filed by several women against a prominent evangelical leader. The
following stories are sensitive and depict some details regarding sexual violation. I ask
that you read these as a process of providing agency to women’s experiences with sexual
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violence through the act of rhetorical listening. As a trigger warning, one story in
particular, Charlotte’s story, contains the most detail related to her sexual subjugation,
and if you have experienced sexual abuse, it might trigger traumatic memories. I chose to
include some of the details in order to provide a complete picture of the rampant assault
involved in the case.iv

Confessing Sins: Contemporary Rape Narratives and the Institute of Basic Life Principles
On January 6, 2016, The Washington Post released the breaking story that ten women had
come forward to file a lawsuit against religious leader, Bill Gothard, “charging him and
leaders in his ministry with sexual abuse, harassment and cover-up” (para 1). One of
these women charged Gothard, male leader of the multi-million-dollar organization,
Institute in Basic Life Principles (IBLP) with rape. In 2014, over 30 women came
forward to accuse Gothard of sexual harassment, assault, and the dismissal of allegations
concerning the sexual assault of children. Gothard resigned after the initial allegations
were released, but he denied all charges regardless. Following the initial charges of 2014,
many members and affiliates of the organization began to uncover and release stories of
sexual harassment, grooming, and issues of non-reporting by counselors who worked at
IBLP. A group of people who had been part of IBLP started a website called Recovering
Grace to house the stories of the women who were sexually assaulted by Gothard. The
site provides an important liminal space for the women to voice their experiences, and I
use some of their words in the following analysis to demonstrate how Gothard’s spiritual
teachings situate male authority over women’s bodies, ultimately creating the conditions
for their sexual assault.
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One woman, who goes by the name Charlotte on the site, explains that her parents
used Gothard’s teachings religiously in her home, and her father even taught Gothard’s
principles to her church congregation (until he was removed for doing so). When she was
seven years old, Charlotte’s father started sexually abusing her and continued to do so
until she moved away from her home to live at the IBLP headquarters while working for
Gothard. Charlotte writes about the moment Gothard invited her to join him at
headquarters, saying: “We went to a conference in Knoxville in July of 1992. That’s
where I first met Bill Gothard. I remember he wouldn’t let go of my hand, and he kept
telling my parents how sweet, beautiful, and pure I was. I was in awe as I listened to the
man whom I had been told was responsible for me being alive tell my parents that he
wanted me to come to Headquarters” (para 7). She was shocked that Gothard chose her
from the crowd because she was only 15 at the time, a minor. Over the time that she
worked at headquarters, Gothard groomed her by making her his personal secretary (an
unusual role for a young woman with no administrative experience). Eventually, Gothard
began asking her to share all of her past sexual experiences, describing in detail any
sexual acts she engaged in with her boyfriend. Then he would hold her hand while they
prayed for God to forgive her. Charlotte points out that Gothard knew about her father’s
abuse, saying: “he knew what my father had done to me, but he called me into repentance
for my own sins without confronting my father or addressing his sin” (para 12). Of
course, in hindsight, these behaviors seem incredibly suspicious, but when couched in
rhetorics of purity that require confession from young women for any sexual experience,
assault and rape do not appear as violence committed against one’s body, but as sins of
sexual immorality. Using Charlotte’s story as the manifestation of Gothard’s insidious
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teachings on sexuality and sexual sin, I now turn to examine some of these teachings in
greater detail to link them with some of the common constructions of women’s sexuality
in evangelical contexts.
On Recovering Grace, an entire section is dedicated to “The Gothard Files” where
reporters examine the teachings of Bill Gothard alongside the stories from the women
Gothard sexually assaulted. In 1976, Gothard wrote and published a series of devotional
texts for parents to use when teaching the Bible to their children. In Volumes I and II,
Gothard writes explicitly about the rape of Dinah and Tamar as lessons for admonishing
and instructing young women. Recovering Grace pulls quotes from these texts to
illustrate Gothard’s teaching on Dinah: “She may have considered asking her father’s
counsel…She recalled the many arguments between her mother and her father’s other
wife…Even if something did happen to her, he probably wouldn’t care” (“Character
Sketches” para 4). In this section, Gothard references the relationship that Jacob, Dinah’s
father, has with Rachel, a wife who he loved more than Dinah’s mother, Leah. Gothard
suggests that it would have been wise for Dinah to seek her father’s counsel before going
to the fields to meet new people (where Shechem sees her for the first time), but
according to Gothard’s version Dinah decides to ignore Jacob on the premise that she
believes Jacob does not love her. There is no substantial evidence for this in the story.
Finally, Gothard says, “But none of these reasons justified the practice of exploring new
areas of interest without the protection of wise counsel…Exploring our world may also
expose ourselves to danger” (para 12). Ultimately, Gothard implies that Dinah was raped
because she willfully went into the world without male protection, thus exposing herself
to the possibility of sexual violence.
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Men leading seminars for women that focus on the effects of and healing from
sexual assault always causes one to raise an eyebrow (or to leave the room entirely), but
Gothard went much further than simply facilitating discussions on sexuality and sexual
violence. Sexual purity is a central concern of all Christian doctrine, as I’ve outlined in
Chapters 1 and 4. Gothard’s attention to sexuality and concerns of the body provide a
clear example of how purity rhetorics tether the responsibility of sexual morality to
women. A handout Gothard used at the Advanced Training Institute (ATI) in a seminar
on healing from sexual assault outlines a list of “causes” for sexual assault as well as
methods for recovering.v Under the section for causes, titled “Why Did God Let It
Happen?”, the list reads: “immodest dress, indecent exposure, being out from the
protection of parents, being with evil friends?” (Appendix I). Similar to Gothard’s charge
against Dinah, if a woman willfully deviates from her parents’ instructions or even just
leaves their presence without permission, she has opened herself to the possibilities of
assault, making her responsible for any ensuing danger. The handout outlines the final
step of healing as a prayer to “Dedicate body to God.” The prayer steps include: 1)
placing yourself on his altar for redemption and 2) forgiving the perpetrator for the crime
of sexually violating your body. Nowhere in this handout do we see a discussion of
teaching men to not violate women’s bodies. The rhetorical construction of rape
prevention is placed entirely on women’s dress and behavior, and the steps for recovery
involve working through the potential sins and guilt she might carry for inciting the
sexual assault.
Put into context with the women’s stories on sexual assault and with Gothard’s
other teachings on sexual purity, the chart condemning sexual assault victims for their
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attacks looks very dark, indeed. Step 6 in the process is simply titled: “If the Abused is
not at fault.” Five steps precede this stage, all assuming that the victim of sexual assault
incited the violation. While Gothard certainly represents a clear image of a sexual
perpetrator, he was not alone in developing, circulating, and teaching the materials of
IBLP. A massive organization such as this required buy-in from hundreds to thousands of
leaders willing to preach the gospel of chastity, submission, and repression. The Duggar
family provides a key example how pervasive Gothard’s teaching and the IBLP teachings
became in the cultural imagination. The Duggars are most famous for The Learning
Channel (TLC) show 19 Kids and Counting, but few people knew that the ideology
goading the parents to continue expanding their family comes directly from IBLP (and
the Focus on the Family organization—they should receive some credit, as well). After
the initial wave of fandom for their massive clan and military-style household quieted,
the Duggars disappeared for a few years back into obscurity. When news broke that one
of the Duggars’ sons had been sexually abusing the daughters (his sisters), the Duggars
were back in the limelight. Well, here is the connection to IBLP as reported in a Chicago
Magazine article in 2016: “When Duggar’s parents discovered the teenager’s
transgressions, they sent him not to a traditional treatment center but to an IBLP facility
in Little Rock, Arkansas. The Duggars had been involved with IBLP for nearly a quarter
of a century; specifically, the family belonged to IBLP’s homeschooling arm, the
Advanced Training Institute” (para 7). The Duggar case was one instance in the lawsuit
against IBLP charging the organization for intentionally failing to report instances of
child abuse shared with counselors.
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While the Duggar case, and the lawsuit against Bill Gothard could possibly be
read as a niche cultish event, it is important to remember that Gothard led an organization
that had over 2.5 million members. Often, reports on the Gothard case frame IBLP as an
ultra-conservative group of fundamentalist extremists. This is not an incorrect framing of
the organization, which then leads us to consider the union of our cultural values with
fundamentalism. Also, the fierce defense of Gothard and the values of IBLP did appear in
some major Christian news outlets, such as Christianity Today. An article from the
prominent magazine written in 2016, states: “Lawsuits only tell one side of a story, and
Gothard denied the charges. ‘Oh no. Never, never. Oh! That’s horrible. Never in my life
have I touched a girl sexually. I’m shocked to even hear that’” (para 4). The author
implies that Gothard probably acted inappropriately, but that the women were not
innocent and were seeking attention by reporting Gothard for his behavior. The Gothard
Files on Recovering Grace, and the overwhelming response from most media outlets
condemning Gothard (with the exception of come Christian news outlets), position
Gothard as a hyper-visible perpetrator of sexual crimes. The task at hand, then, requires a
deeper analysis of women’s sexuality and bodily precarity within these larger cultural,
Christian contexts. The Christian canonization of rape that silence women’s voices and
blame them for inciting violence from men create a rhetorical situation wherein female
sexuality provides the perfect scapegoat through the figure of the “willful woman.” In the
following section, I explore the implications of the adulterous woman as a performativity
and scapegoating process of rape culture.

Adulterous Women and Willful Subjects: The Perfect Scapegoat
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The canonization of the biblical rape stories and the atrocities of the IBLP both offer
potent examples of the gender hierarchy at play in Evangelicalism. This hierarchy is most
damaging for women who resist the normalization of domination/submission binaries in
which all women are required to submit to all men. In this section, I outline the ways in
which the structure of gender hierarchy in Evangelicalism requires women to be docile
vessels for masculinity. Using notions of willfulness, I illustrate how this hierarchy relies
on a mechanism of division when women choose other paths for themselves or seek
autonomy outside the gender hierarchy. Ultimately, this section takes the examples of
sexual violence seen in the bible and in religious organizations and examines how purity
rhetorics support these harmful structures through requiring women to perform
submission and what happens when they fail to do so.
Under the limitations and constricting power of patriarchy, women’s bodies
always already belong in the realm of vulnerability, in need of protection or else deviant.
To be considered chaste, whether she is sexually active or not, a woman requires the
umbrella of benevolent patriarchy. Feminist scholar, Elizabeth Grosz writes, “Female
sexuality and women’s powers of reproduction are the defining (cultural) characteristics
of women, and, at the same time, these very functions render women vulnerable, in need
of protection or special treatment, as variously prescribed by the patriarchy” (14). Purity
rhetorics operate under the guiding principle of patriarchy, and in many instances create a
realistic method for women to control their sexuality through abstinence. But the method
of chastity, sexual and moral purity, only works within the religious frame if women are
willing to submit to patriarchy. So, in many cases with purity literature, women are
taught that men are naturally born leaders, designed by God to protect women, and in
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order to gain this protection, women must be worthy objects, not tarnished by lust and
sexual desire. To shore up her worthiness for a future husband, purity literature instructs
young women to actively seek sexual purity through submitting themselves to God’s
(gender) laws.
Purity literature offers young women practical guides for eventually procuring a
husband who will guide, lead, and protect them throughout life. In Lady in Waiting,
Kendall writes: “A woman’s purity is a lifelong guard of her heart” (113). These texts all
operate on the presupposition that most women are sexually deviant and will struggle to
find worthwhile husbands who will protect them from the world. For instance, Kendall
explains, “We live in a day of blatant sexual impurity. A woman who marries, still a
virgin, has become the exception, not the rule. Statistics say 80 percent of all unmarried
women have given away their virginity by 20 years of age” (113). Ludy takes a similar
approach in Authentic Beauty, writing, “the millions of girls who try to live the sexually
driven yet supposedly carefree life of a Friends character end up mutilating their hearts,
bodies, minds, and futures” (103). Ludy blames secular culture for the destruction of
chivalry and for teaching women that engaging in sex outside of marriage will not
destroy their minds, bodies, and futures. She argues that women have lost the art of
mystique through trashing their bodies by having sex before they are married. “A woman
of mystique delicately preserves the treasure of who she is,” writes Ludy, “keeping
herself carefully set apart for the one who proves he is worthy of such a gift” (117). The
gift Ludy references is, of course, her autonomy, sexuality, body, and livelihood. She
continues: “Feminine mystique is a lost art. Today it is far more vogue to carelessly hold
nothing sacred than it is to carefully protect your heart, emotions, and body. It is even
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considered prudish or snobby to hold purity sacred and fool yourself into believing that
there is actually a man out there somewhere who will value your heart as a treasure”
(117). Allegedly, under these rhetorical conditions, women are offered true sanctuary
from over-sexualization and sexual violence if they are willing to submit to God’s plan of
purity. Extending this logic, when women break from these rules of sexual purity, modest
behavior, and meekness, they expose their bodies to the dangers of sexual violation.
Many of the guidelines and rhetorical strategies of purity culture center on the
concept of personal will: how one exerts or submits their will. Sara Ahmed writes
extensively about the idea of will, using a phenomenological approach. She explains that
“to be identified as willful is to become a problem. If to be willful is to become a
problem, then willfulness can be understood as a problem of will” (Willful 3). A person’s
“will” represents an unseen force within them, a force that goads them to certain actions
or expressions, and from this concept a meter of one’s willfulness can be used to assess
personality: for instance, the saying “she is a very willful girl,” we take to mean that she
is full of will, is headstrong and independent, decisive to a fault. Ahmed explains: “If the
attribution of willfulness sticks, something becomes a willful thing, what prevents a will
from being completed. There is agency in this becoming: there is life” (Willful 47). To act
from one’s will, to become willful, is also in many measures an expression of one’s
agency and personal autonomy. In which case, “willfulness represents a moment of crisis
in the system of property: willful objects are unwilling to provide residence for will”
(Willful 47). Beings imbued with personal will and agency cannot present themselves as
vessels to be filled with another’s will, such as, the will of God, or the will of a husband.
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Personal will interrupts the gender hierarchy of purity culture, because purity is
predicated on one’s willingness to submit first to God’s will and then to the will of one’s
husband or father, leaving precious little left for oneself. In fact, the entire point is to rid
yourself entirely of personal will in order to be filled to the brim with God’s will. Women
who are willful, especially when their willfulness manifests clearly in an expression of
sexuality, no longer receive the protection of patriarchy. The figure of the willful woman
then becomes the perfect scapegoat within Christian discourse for crimes of sexual
violence. Before exploring the specific connection between patriarchy and the willful
woman as a scapegoat, let me first turn to Burke’s dialectic of the scapegoat to explain
this mechanism more fully. In A Grammar of Motives, Burke writes: “The scapegoat
represents the principle of division in that its persecutors would alienate from themselves
to it their own uncleanliness. For one must remember that a scapegoat cannot be
‘curative’ except insofar as it represents the iniquities of those who would be cured by
attacking it” (406). In other words, the scapegoat mechanism works as a process by
which members of a community (people who have a collective group identity), purge
their guilt by placing what Burke calls their “uncleanliness” on the victim and then doing
away with their inequities through condemning and/or killing the scapegoat. Jesus Christ
is, of course, the perfect scapegoat, as he became a vessel for the sins of all humans and
subsequently purged humanity of sin by his death on the cross. To put it simply, the
scapegoat mechanism vilifies the member of the community who does not identify with
the communities values (identification/division), places the crimes of the community on
the victim, and then does away with their crimes by doing away with the victim.
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Because the patriarchy condones what Eldredge tritely call man’s “wild” nature,
when a man acts out in aggression the “willful” woman is seen as the problem rather than
the man’s violation of her. Women who do not share identification with the evangelical
values of purity provide the scapegoat for the community. In this value system, the
willful woman leads men astray with her loose, overt sexuality and sacrilegious impurity.
I am reminded of the passage from one of Ludy’s text which tells her young readers to
dress with dignity: “It means honoring your future spouse by keeping your body sacred
and set-apart for his eyes only. And it means respecting the men around you by not
putting temptation right in front of their noses, and them blaming them for viewing you
like a sex object” (83). The woman who willfully desires to be seen as a sexual being not
only removes herself from the protection or purity and patriarchy, but she presents a
particular danger to the system. The willful, adulterous woman becomes, therefore, the
scapegoat blamed for male aggression and sexual violence. She is why people ask, “Well,
what was she wearing? Did she have too much to drink?”
The method of the scapegoat carries a specific pattern, one that invites a
community of people to “purge” the ills of certain social dynamics through a chosen
vessel that will receive the violence for the community. In a most basic sense, the
scapegoat provides the sacrificial being that allows the other community members to
continue living in peace—the scapegoat is the necessary sacrifice. Worsham, Burke, and
Girard all articulate the process of the scapegoat as a practice in the logics of sacrifice.
Girard explains that the ritual of sacrifice works as such: “the rite selects a certain form of
violence as ‘good,’ as necessary to the unity of the community, and sets up in opposition
to it another sort of violence that is deemed ‘bad,’ because it is affiliated to violent
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reciprocity” (115). Worsham picks this up, arguing against what she calls a “war on
blindness” that would render divisions non-distinct, making life with others unbearable.
She writes: “This war will be comprised of sundry efforts to make conscious and explicit
what Girard calls the ‘scapegoat mechanism’—in other words, efforts that make explicit
scapegoating, victimage, and false witness for what they are—which actually weakens
the operations of these mechanisms, for they must remain nonconscious in order to
function” (43). To be clear, Worsham does not argue that scapegoating and victimage are
“good” and should remain intact, but that a “war” on such mechanisms only works to
keep people “frightened to death” as we attempt to find better metaphors for living
together inside of difference. For instance, this could be a world in which women could
be either chaste or unruly, sultry or reserved and not fear rape as a consequence of any
decisions in dress, demeanor, or character.
We have not yet moved beyond the logics of sacrifice, and so within the
patriarchal structure, willful and unchaste women are placed on “the altar” of purity
culture which blames them for the violence perpetrated against women. Andrea Dworkin,
one of the most popular feminist writers from second wave feminism analyzes rape in a
dialectic with Nazism in her theories on scapegoating. In this work she writes: “For
women, rape is the paradigmatic act of contempt and violence…Rape can include assault,
battery, robbery, torture, kidnapping, mutilation, stalking, being prostituted, being
pornographized, being sold as a sex slave, murder, and cannibalism” (Scapegoat 45).
Dworkin’s definition of rape requires a consideration of the structural and cultural
violence that positions women as vulnerable to acts of sexual violence in ways that male
bodies are not. What Dworkin calls for here is a rethinking of the canonization of rape
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and the circulation of ideologies that require women to submit to patriarchy or else face
exposure to sexual violence. The scapegoat mechanism relies on an unconscious or nonconscious acceptance that men will rape women. This, in turn, situates sexual violence in
an economy of sacrifice (to borrow a phrase from Victor Vitanza) in which women can
expect to be raped, must plan on it as it extends into everyday reality. Vitanza writes:
“Reading rape according to a sacrificial economy makes rape respectable. I cannot repeat
this enough: A sacrificial economy of thinking rationalizes (as secondary revision) the
sexual violence, transcends it in suffering and death, and thereby reaps rewards for
oneself as well as for others” (emphasis in original 66). Those who “reap rewards” from a
sacrificial economy are the ones who transcend it through methods that align with the
dominate power of patriarchy. In this case, advocates of purity culture.
I need to make clear that I am not arguing that women following the rhetorical
strategies of sexual purity culture are safe from instances of sexual violence or that they
advocate for sexual violence in any fashion. Rather, I argue that purity culture’s sexual
rhetorics situate willful, unruly, unmarried and sexually active women as responsible for
their experiences of sexual assault and rape. This is why Dworkin famously argued in
Intercourse that all penetration is rape so long as we live in a society bound to the rites
and rituals of patriarchy. Now, I do not necessarily agree with Dworkin’s argument here,
because I do not have high hopes that I will see patriarchy’s demise in my lifetime, and
this would be a woeful reality for women wishing to engage in consensual sex with men.
So, I will conclude this work on purity, sexual violence, and the Christian canonization of
rape with a daring, fragile breath of hope for a feminist reclamation of purity and sexual
autonomy.
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Re/Claiming the Wilderness: You Are Your Own
In many Old Testament stories, men are seen going into the wilderness to seek God, find
purpose, or fight their demons. Jesus even spent forty days in the desert resisting
temptations from the devil. People who contracted the highly contagious disease of
leprosy were banished to live in wilderness communes. During their monthly bleeds,
women were also banished from towns to the wild because they were considered unclean
and could potentially contaminate the holy, sacred spaces. I seek to join these unclean
women in the wilderness now, banished from society for the fundamental bodily element
that separates them from men. Women’s bodies have always incited fear for their
uncanny ability to hold and carry pain. This is why Freud devised an entire theory around
male fear of women’s bodies, commonly referred to as castration anxiety. I will not spend
time here on masculine fear, but I turn now to imagining a space in which women move
from the ossified structure of Western Christianity and puritanical control of sexuality out
to the wilderness, to be unto themselves, whole, unclaimed, and with no male bodies to
“protect” them, for why would they need it? In a space without patriarchy, women no
longer need protection from toxic masculinity.
It is pleasant to imagine a space without patriarchy, but it is more realistic to my
endeavors to articulate methods of spiritual practice and freedom alongside patriarchy.
Such methods subvert the status quo of religious patriarchy and offer a liminal space to
heal and thrive without the need to destroy. Feminist theologian, Rosemary Radford
Ruether, writes: “The uniqueness of feminist theology lies not in its use of the criterion of
experience but rather in its use of women’s experience, which has been almost entirely
shut out of theological reflection in the past” (13). Such a theology centers the bodily
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experiences of women as a critical force for spiritual practice. In the diagram found in the
top right corner of the chart in Appendix D, an image of the spiritual life is drawn in
circles like the rings marking the life of a tree. In the inner most circle, the “heart” of the
diagram, we see the word “Spirit.” And in the outermost ring, the word “body” appears
disconnected from all else. This is how patriarchal religious structures order the
important of a person’s being, with the body being of the least concern and reason, or
“spirit” being of the upmost value. Well, in a feminist theological structure, body would
need to be present in every ring; emotions, will, mind, and soul would also be present in
every circle. In a feminist theology, a person’s being is not organized in a totalizing
hierarchy, but in an infinite cycle of inter-action with oneself.
As examples of the luminous unfolding of feminist theology, I turn to stories from
women who have foraged a path into the wilderness, away from patriarchy, leaving the
old order of things to seek not a male divinity, but themselves. The two women I
reference here offer stories of bodily reclamation after purity culture: Linda Kay Klein
and Jamie Lee Finch. Klein’s book, Pure: Inside the Evangelical Movement that Shamed
a Generation of Young Women, is a stunning memoir of her experiences being raised in
purity culture. In her introduction she flips the common metaphor of fairy tales used by
purity authors to describe her exodus: “Imagine growing up in a castle and hearing fables
about how dragons destroy villages and kill good people all your life. Then, one day, you
wake up and see scales on your arms and legs and realize, ‘Oh my God, I am a
dragon.’…I was raised hearing horror stories about harlots (a nice Christian term for a
manipulative whore) who destroy good, God-fearing men. And then one day, my body
began to change” (4). Klein tells of how her sexuality frightened her, making her feel as
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though her body were not her own, like she was impure for housing desire that was
outside her control. She succinctly summarizes purity rhetorics here, saying: “In the
evangelical community, an ‘impure’ girl or woman isn’t just seen as damaged: she’s
considered dangerous. Not only to the men we were told we must protect by covering up
our bodies, but to our entire community” (4). Klein’s journey through these rhetorics
required severe loss—loss of community, faith, family—but the movement away from
purity culture meant an untethered existence, one where her body belonged to herself,
and her sexuality did not pose a threat to her capacity for life.
The rhetorical confines of a male Divinity that condones genocide and rape (as
seen in the stories included earlier in this chapter) leaves little room for women’s bodies
to experience genuine freedom. Klein’s story calls to mind the process of unraveling the
male deity as Mary Daly described it decades prior: “The unfolding of God, then, is an
event in which women participate as we participate in our own revolution. The process
involves the creation of a new space, in which women are free to become who we are, in
which there are real and significant alternatives to prefabricated identities provided
within the enclosed spaces of patriarchal institutions” (113). We require alternatives to
prefabricated space. Jamie Lee Finch, an author who identifies as a sex witch, writes
about leaving these spaces to turn inward in her search for God. In her introduction, she
bluntly tells her reader: “It may sound strange, but very little of what you’ll find in this
work involves the actual Bible, or even the historical figure of Jesus; this is not an
oversight” (8). Finch centers the book around her story and the effects of purity culture as
a bodily trauma experienced by most women. Both Klein and Finch do not attempt to
offer methods for unraveling religious discourse. Instead, they ask for an opening in the
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fabric of spirituality to understand and mourn the trauma inflicted on women’s bodies via
purity rhetorics and the totalizing control of their sexuality by male authority.
Finding the way back into one’s flesh cannot be taught, prescribed, or dictated. It
is a process undergone through a tearing away from patterns of religious violence. I will
not end this chapter offering answers that with put an end to rape culture or with a call to
mobilize all our academic pursuits around dismantling religious patriarchy. In place of
those incredible masculine routes, I will suggest that you end this reading through asking
yourself what you feel in your body at this moment. Dwell in the uncertain wilderness of
your flesh. Breathe and be kind to yourself as you evaluate your bodily position within
the myriad structures your body occupies. The language of patriarchy affords very little
space for your body, so claim a moment to hesitate on the horizon of your own skin.
In my next and final chapter, I evaluate the effects of religious patriarchy and
purity culture as a collective social trauma. Working with several contemporary trauma
theorists, I work toward a procession of healing and explore the possible intersections
between feminist rhetorical theory and trauma theory. These strategies serve as a
conclusion to the dissertation project and provide potentialities of hope, restoration, and
recovery from sexual trauma found within purity rhetorics.

Burke’s theories on the “Terministic Screen” in Language as Symbolic Action most closely correspond to
what Worsham explains in this passage. In this passage, Burke explains that any terminology offers only a
reflection and deflection of reality, directing our attention to some ideas over others, obscuring certain
histories and revealing others. In this sense, language is perhaps the greatest source for violence as a form
of erasure.
ii Dinah is frequently referred to as Jacob’s daughter, and I refer to her as such here to draw attention to the
ways in which women are canonized in these stories—that is, as male property.
iii While the point of rape is contented in this story, I refer to as such throughout because there is never a clear
sign of consent from Bathsheba. The absence of her resistance is not sufficient evidence that this is not a rape
story, and it also bears saying that this story has been written by men and canonized within a patriarchal frame.
Under these conditions, I definitively read this story as a rape story.
iv
This story could trigger painful experiences for victims of sexual assault, and if that is possible, I invite to
skip over this section when it appears.
i
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v

See Appendix I
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CHAPTER 6
ALTARED BODIES: SPIRITUAL TRAUMA AND THE INTERSECTIONS OF
SEXUAL VIOLENCE AND FAITH
“Our bodies hold our stories. Long after the memories
have become like a faded dream to our minds and hearts,
our bodies remember.”
– Emily Joy Allison, #ChurchToo
“I didn’t want to believe I could have been wounded by my
own faith.”
– Sue Monk Kidd, The Dance of the Dissident Daughter
In a workshop called “Writing the Body,” our instructor advised us to make a list of the
traumas we would not share with our readers. She suggested this route because trauma
has a tendency of leaking out over everything we write. It starts spilling over the page,
taking hold of the narrative, and gripping every sentence with an austere fixation on the
pain of a split world. Trauma, by any definition, is an interruption of the psyche, or any
event that significantly overwhelms the brain, leading to an altered understanding of
reality. Writing about trauma presents immense challenges for two reasons: first,
traumatic events cause a neurological effect in which memory is scattered or lost, so the
literal events of trauma are nearly impossible to recount accurately. Second, trauma
narratives are spectacular and are often consumed publicly as a commodity of suffering.
We encounter trauma narratives regularly, perhaps even daily, in pop culture. The way in
which trauma narratives circulate can lead to a sensationalized version of one’s visceral
pain, leading to a continuous retraumatizing effect for victims. This is commonly
described as “trauma porn,” and one can see versions nearly everywhere i—television
shows, true crime stories, fiction, the daily news, and so on. Rhetoric scholars such as
Wendy Hesford and Lynn Worsham have written on the problematic logics of circulating
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violent narratives as rhetorical spectacles, suggesting that engaging with trauma in this
way is in itself another form of violence. In taking up the initiative of these scholars, I
approach the realm of trauma and sexual violence in this chapter with an attunement to
the potential hazards of perpetuating violence, meaning I avoid the use of graphic or
personal details in illustrating the violent effects of purity culture.
In the conclusion of Chapter 1, I discuss Judith Butler’s theorization of the psyche
as a subjectivity closely tied to power structures. Butler argues that subjects, or, rather,
persons formed in specific power structures come to know the world through those power
structures. Interrupting the specific structure of power, then, results in an interruption in
the self (the subject-ness). Butler explains that the subject’s formation remains tethered to
external conditions of power that are outside the realm of one’s agency (such as religious
and state apparatuses), and this vulnerability to the power structure, “qualifies the subject
as an exploitable kind of being” (20). To put it simply, individual identity cannot be
formed separate from certain, specific and external power conditions that make up the
cultural and social dynamics of one’s understanding of the world. To come into any
understanding of the self, the psyche places itself unconsciously in relation to the powers
that surround it, so that the primary terms for understanding oneself are irrevocably
linked to the conditions of subordination to specific power structures. Butler takes this a
step further, writing, “If such terms institute a primary subordination or, indeed, a
primary violence, then the subject emerges against itself in order, paradoxically, to be for
itself” (28). Which leads me to the point that I make in Chapter 1, which is to say that any
opposition to the conditions of power that organize one’s social system—control,
domination, violence, etc.—necessitates an unraveling of one’s selfhood as it relates to
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the world. The religious structure of Evangelicalism is one such power system that
requires its subjects’ adherence to a specific hierarchy, one that has the potential to
become incredibly violent as it is left unquestioned.
Trauma narratives are woven into every layer of the evangelical power structure.
Any investigation that goes deeper than surface level issues within these specific
religious spaces will lead to some connective tissue between intimate or mass violence
and the Western Christian tradition. As I outlined in Chapter 4, the peak of the Eugenics
movement in the 1930s situated white Christian morality as a major component of one’s
“fitness” to parent children, which led to countless sterilizations of the black women
(against their will or without their knowledge). In Chapter 3, I illustrated the violence of
the “ex-gay” movement and its direct connection to Evangelical organizations like
Exodus and now Exodus Alliance, an organization that actively and directly continues to
harm LGBTQIA+ bodies. An area of violence that I do not discuss in this dissertation is
the horrifying statistical information about the death penalty. These numbers reveal that 1
in every 10 people sentenced to state execution are innocent and most of these executions
occur in the Bible belt and most of these victims are people of color.ii The point I am
making here is that one does not need to search long to find significant connections
between violence and Christian tradition. The focus of this chapter is to locate some
specific ideological structures of gender violence performed through purity rhetorics and
then to analyze how this structure of harm manifests as traumatic, both at the individual
and social level.
In March 2018, in the wake of the #MeToo movement, prominent Calvinist
preacher John Piperiii claimed that egalitarian myths advocating for gender equality were
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to blame for the rampant sexual violence perpetrated by men in positions of power over
women. The Baptist Press ran a story covering this, in which Piper is quoted saying that
the push for gender equality ‘has silenced the idea that men as men—by virtue of their
created, God-given maleness, apart from any practical competencies that they have or
don’t have—have special responsibilities to care for and protect and honor women” (para
3). Similar to the ideas expressed in John Eldredge’s Wild at Heart, masculinity is
positioned here as being under attack by secular movements that seek to empower
women. In response to Piper, the Australian Christian Women’s organization, Fixing Her
Eyes, wrote a piece titled “Was She Wearing Egalitarianism? A Response to John Piper,”
and here they examine the problems of blaming women who are seen as “empowered
feminists” for the endemic sexual violence perpetrated by men against women across the
world. These exchanges illustrate a longstanding discussion within Christianity about
domestic abuse, sexual violence, and intimate partner violence that often goes
unacknowledged and is even intentionally covered up within evangelical communities.
In Chapter 5, I discuss the prominence and circulation of biblical rape stories,
showing how violence against women is often used as a method to teach lessons about
faith and endurance. Piper is certainly not alone in underscoring the ways that male
violence can be used as a tool to teach church members important biblical lessons about
gender roles and marriage. In 1983, James Dobson, founder of Focus on the Family,
published a book called Love Must Be Tough where he shares stories from women who
have written to him seeking advice for handling the domestic abuse they experience in
marriage. In response to a woman whose husband was violently abusing her, Dobson
advised her to deliberately agitate her husband, writing, “Let him rage if he must rage”
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(148). Dobson explains that if the husband is provoked to an extremely violent response
that he would then see how his violence is a problem for his marriage and then seek
“competent Christian counseling” leading to a reconciliation between wife and husband
(148). Dobson qualifies his advice by explaining that women often intentionally torment
their husbands, “because females are just as capable of hatred and anger as males, and a
woman can devastate a man by enticing him to strike her. It is a potent weapon” (149).
Dobson’s teachings are not niche. When Dobson’s book, Love Must Be Tough, was
reprinted in 2007 it had sold over one million copies and it continues to receive rave
reviews from its readers. Dobson will briefly reappear later in this chapter in a young
woman’s story about her evangelical (purity culture) sex education. It is worth noting that
Dobson is best known for the educational series he produced for parents raising their
children with godly values. Looking at the Focus on the Family resources now, it is
slightly more challenging to find teachings on sex education, but it took a mere four
clicks to arrive at article on “the myths of transgenderism.” iv
The messages from prominent male evangelical leaders, like Dobson and Piper,
about domestic abuse and sexual violence not only downplay the violence that women
experience in these spaces, but overtly blame women for their failure to fulfil the role of
the dutiful, submissive, and meek Christian wife. The force of these messages closely
resembles messages in purity literature texts that blame young, single women for being
too flirty, too promiscuous, too loud, too much. Dobson and Piper are addressing married
women in relationships fraught with peril and toxicity. They encourage the women to
find ways to forgive their abusive husbands and work toward reconciliation, which not
only places the labor of relational maintenance on the women, but downplays the
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violence perpetrated by the men from domestic abuse to marital strife. In Piper’s case, he
suggests that domestic abuse is a direct result of women having been conditioned by
secular feminism to believe that they are equal to men and should therefore be treated as
autonomous, independent leaders, a position that threatens the husband’s authority.
Dobson goes a step further in suggesting that women intentionally incite rage from their
male partners through using their feminine powers to manipulate and control men. In
both instances, these approaches contribute to and compound the traumatic events
experienced within intimate partner violence.
If we were to draw a line from the unruly woman figured in purity literature as
sexually “loose” to these instances of “unruly” wives, it would end with these instructions
from Piper and Dobson for women experiencing violence in their Christian marriages. In
other words, purity culture reinforces the same ideological construction of the unruly
women that shows up in these messages to married women. I would go as far as to
contend that the young woman in purity literature who serves as the example of sexual
promiscuity shows up in adult form as the wife who refuses to submit to her husband,
causing him to become violent and abusive. There is no end to the imaginative ways in
which evangelical leaders blame women for the abuse they experience at the hands of the
men who are allegedly designed to protect and lead women. These messages are
necessary to the rhetorical undergirding of these pastors and purity authors, because the
entire project of Evangelicalism is structured around the hierarchy of the Divine Male.
The structure of the Divine Male and masculine authority within Evangelicalism
creates and sustains purity culture, relying on the instructions from men like Dobson and
Piper to reinforce the message that the traumatic experiences of women stem from
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women’s unruly nature and the ways in which secular culture has stripped maleness of its
God-given ability to lead, protect, and provide for women. Perhaps the swiftest way to
dismantle these ideological approaches to gender is to ask what men are protecting
women from? Would women need male protection if men were not assaulting women
constantly? We quickly see how important the project of toxic masculinity is to the
structure of male authority and male power in Evangelicalism. If evangelical leaders
somehow managed to teach men not to rape (removing all circumstances of what she was
wearing or how she was acting), the entire system would fall apart because the need for
men to protect women would significantly decrease.
In this chapter, I explore how purity rhetorics sustain a clear structure of gendered
violence in Evangelicalism, creating a specific social trauma for the women caught in the
interstices of these teachings. Before beginning this work, it is important to acknowledge
that we live in a culture obsessed with spectacular violence and trauma narratives.
Suzanne Hatty notes that living within a culture where violence is “spectacular,
immediate, and entertaining…translates into an appetite for visual and experimental
intimacy with exaggerated forms of violence” (192). Throughout this chapter I aim to
illustrate the traumatic effects of purity culture while also interrogating how the viral
circulation of stories like these often pathologizes instances of sexual violence and
domestic abuse. In my discussion here, I avoid sharing graphic or explicit details about
gender violence; however, there are stories shared in the “#ChurchToo” section that
directly involve instances of rape on a Christian college campus. In these stories, I
attempt to illustrate how the ideological structure uses specific elements of sexual abuse
to blame women for sexual immorality. Throughout these stories, I illustrate how specific
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instances of trauma narratives and purity rhetorics interanimate one another and
contribute to continued gender violence. To do this well, I first offer an overview and
exploration of certain trauma theories that have been developed in the last several
decades. Trauma theory is a powerful lens for understanding the effects of violence in
religious space, and in this section, I move to focus specifically on trauma theory related
to sexual violence and captivity. Following this, I move to the stories of women writing
about their experiences with sexual violence in evangelicalism. One recently released
book, #ChurchToo: How Purity Culture Upholds Abuse and How to Find Healing is
explored in depth in this section because it contains incredible evidence of women’s
experiences with sexual abuse in purity culture. In the final section, I offer a reflection on
recovery, healing, and hope.

Bodies in Pain: Theorizations of Trauma and Intimate Violence
Bodily suffering and trauma are extremely difficult to discuss since experiences of pain
resist linguistic boundaries. Julia Kristeva writes about the state of abjection as an
existence beyond the boundaries of discourse, noting that it is the very nature of not being
able to put language to experience that creates the state of the abject (11). Elain Scarry
elaborates on what she calls the “utter rigidity of pain itself,” elucidating that pain’s
resistance to language is due in part to the reality that “physical pain—unlike any other
state of consciousness—has no referential content. It is not of or for anything” (emphasis
in original 5). Scarry’s work on pain focuses on the (un)shareability of physical pain and
the social, cultural, and political implications of that (un)shareability. She elucidates this
by saying that to experience pain is to also to experience certainty about that pain, but
when one hears about the pain of others doubt is present—how can one be certain that
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what another person calls “pain” refers to pain as others embody pain? (13). Perhaps the
most remarkable instance of doubt concerning one’s descriptions of pain is Sigmond
Freud’s theorization of hysteria, which grew from his doubt that so many of his female
patients were actually, physically, experiencing sexual abuse. v Obviously, doubt can be
found in almost all linguistic exchanges, but because pain is fluid, dynamic, and personal,
it presses up against the limits of language.
While Scarry argues that physical pain is “unlike any other state of
consciousness,” leading to its limitations with language, I argue that the same is true of
traumatic experiences that might not manifest in physical pain. The complexities of
sharing trauma are vast for many reasons, but one of the most prominent is that bearing
witness to the pain of others is a heavy task for the psyche. Trauma often results in loss of
trust, loss of self-worth, and ultimately loss of one’s place in the world. Most would
prefer to see concrete and physical symptoms of pain, so trauma responses (or the effects
of living with trauma in society) have historically been pathologized as mental illness and
personality disorder. When trauma survivors are diagnosed with a personality disorder,
such as Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) or Bipolar I/II, they are often prescribed
mood stabilizers, anti-depressants, and/or a form of dextroamphetamine (the most
common being Adderall and Vyvanse). vi While these prescriptions certainly do treat
mood disorders and depression, they also have life-altering effects such as the loss of
sexual desire and, in many cases, even more extreme depression (this is the fine print that
scrolls across the bottom of your TV during an advertisement for antidepressants that
depicts happy, carefree people frolicking in fields of daisies). A vast majority of
diagnoses of mental illness occur after a patient has experienced a traumatic event. It is
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also true, that Bipolar and BPD can be triggered by an acute traumatic event, but there are
growing concerns about treating trauma survivors for mental illness. The research in this
area is still largely unfolding, complicating the discussions about it here. However, it is
important to note that when traumatized people receive trauma therapy, the symptoms of
Bipolar and BDP often become manageable without medication.
When Bessel Van Der Kolk published his groundbreaking work on trauma theory,
The Body Keeps the Score, in 2014, it gained immediate traction across medical
audiences as well as the general public. This was one of the first popular texts to
challenge the procedures of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual for Mental Disorders
(DSM). Of course, the DSM has been widely critiqued by many medical professionals
(Zimmerman; Sungur and Gündüz), but Van der Kolk’s book was one of the first written
to a general audience using fairly accessible language. The Body Keeps the Score offers a
comprehensive analysis of trauma and the ways in which many people who experience
intense trauma are eventually diagnosed with mental illness and personality disorders. In
the prologue, Van der Kolk offers this description of trauma:
Trauma, by definition, is unbearable and intolerable…It takes tremendous
energy to keep functioning while carrying the memory of terror, and the
shame of utter weakness and vulnerability. While we all want to move
beyond trauma, the part of our brain that is devoted to ensuring our
survival (deep below our rational brain) is not very good at denial. Long
after a traumatic experience is over, it may be reactivated at the slightest
hint of danger (1-2).
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What Van der Kolk describes here most of us now recognize as the process of being
triggered by something that reminds us of a previous traumatic experience. Our brains
essentially repress trauma in order to continue functioning in daily tasks, because without
the “forgetting” we would not be able to cope with reality or meet our most basic needs.
But our bodies keep a record, a score, of the events in order to protect us from similar
attacks on our psyches in the future.
Without the integration of traumatic experiences, it becomes incredibly difficult
for a person who has experienced trauma to cope with daily life, which manifests in
symptoms that align with Bipolar I and II, BPD, schizophrenia, and other types of
personality disorders. Integration of trauma is extremely difficult for a variety of reasons,
but one of the main hindrances to one’s integration of traumatic experiences is the denial
of their experience by people they trust. This in itself can be traumatizing. Van der Kolk
writes, “One of the hardest things for traumatized people is to confront their shame about
the way they behaved during a traumatic episode, whether it is objectively warranted (as
in the commission of atrocities) or not (as in the case of a child who tries to placate her
abuser)” (13). Trauma often leaves people feeling a loss of self, a loss of safety, and
intense shame for not being able to stop or control the traumatic events. Rape and sexual
abuse are two of the strongest instances in which survivors blame themselves for what
occurred.
Trauma theory has much to offer my work on sexual abuse and intimate violence,
since it situates these experiences in a psychological and bodily perspective. Beyond this,
several trauma theorists discuss the ways in which trauma shapes cultural and political
spheres as well as more personal, social, and spiritual realms. Judith Herman is one such
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theorist who wrote a revolutionary text titled Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of
Violence—From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror. Herman opens her introduction by
stating: “The ordinary response to atrocities is to banish them from consciousness.
Certain violations of the social compact are too terrible to utter aloud: this is the meaning
of the word unspeakable” (1). Right away, Herman draws attention to the reality that
trauma exists in a liminal, unsayable sphere of human consciousness. Still, the attempt to
understand the phenomena of trauma is necessary because they do not disappear or
dissipate over time—they are etched into physical bodies, material spaces, and they shape
not only personal but political landscapes over time. The unspeakable nature of trauma
creates a dialectic in which trauma cannot be put into words adequately but must be
figured by discourse because any attempt to bury atrocity will only compound the effects
of the atrocity. “The conflict between the will to deny horrible events,” writes Herman,
“and the will to proclaim them aloud is the central dialectic of psychological trauma” (1).
The work of trauma theory has been, in many ways, to bring to the fore how the
experiences of trauma victims offer an important frame for understanding political and
cultural atrocities.
The field of trauma studies relies heavily on the structure of political movements
such as the sexual liberation movement and the anti-war protests that occurred in the
1970s. Across these political contexts, trauma has emerged as a field of inquiry based on
the political ideologies that work to resist violence. In the 1970s, during the women’s
movement, rape and sexual assault were taken as endemic and systematic problems of
violence (Herman 27). The recoding of rape as an act of violence and not a sexual act,
repositioned sexual assault, abuse, and rape as psychologically traumatic and atrocious—
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not as the fulfillment of women’s secret sexual fantasy (as Freud would have us believe).
Feminists also worked to define and understand rape as a method of political control. The
silence surrounding sexual assault was a way to control and manipulate women, but when
the sexual liberation movement began to gain more ground, these issues were brought
forward as foundational social concerns. The studies on rape and the sexual assault of
women eventually led to the study of domestic abuse and a progressive, increasing focus
on sexual violence within intimate relationships. It became known and widely accepted in
the 1980s that women experienced violence not just from strangers, but more often from
men in their lives—either romantic partners or acquaintances (Herman 28-29).
In the shift to examine the intimacies of sexual trauma, Herman notes that the
nature of the traumatic event plays a significant role in the damage to the victim. For
instance, rape victims experience the most severe and long-lasting effects of trauma due
to the nature of the event itself. There is no amount of natural resilience that could
possibly spare a person from experiencing the adverse effects of trauma. The period of
highest vulnerability in a person’s life (young adulthood/childhood) is also the time of
greatest exposure to trauma (57-61). In these instances, the role of the community has the
potential to mitigate the effects of the traumatic event for the survivor. A hostile social
response can compound and increase the symptoms of post-traumatic stress for victims.
In the aftermath of sexual violence, a sense of control and autonomy needs to be restored,
and this is particularly difficult for women since the entrenched norms of sexuality,
especially in conservative spaces, favor male dominance (61-64). Women have to find a
way to assert their needs and desires in sexual relations after the event of sexual violence,
but this is doubly difficult in environments that tend to favor their subordination to male
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desire (65). When the community shuts down the voice of the victim, this also often leads
to compounded trauma. For example, when young women are sexually assaulted by
powerful leaders in religious organizations that form their identity around chastity, these
young women are often discounted by parents, elders, peers, and authority figures
because it is easier to believe that the girl is lying than it is to bear witness and take action
against the perpetrator. Herman writes, “All the perpetrator asks is that the bystander do
nothing. He appeals to the universal desire to see, hear, and speak no evil” (7). This is
one of the main reasons that sexual abuse in religious organizations goes largely
uninvestigated.
One of the most adverse forms of trauma is that which occurs repeatedly over
time. Herman dedicates an entire chapter of Trauma and Recovery to traumatic events
that occur in captivity. Domestic captivity is often completely unrecognized in public
discourse compared to the prominence of political captivity. This is an area that has been
largely undertheorized in public and academic spheres. Broadly speaking, captivity is the
state in which trauma occurs repeatedly to victims who are unable to escape the
environment. This can occur in religious cults as well as in families. Religious cults often
demand some form of ritualized sacrifice to the “divine leaders,” those in positions of
complete power to abuse and traumatize victims. Keith Raniere’s quasi-religious cult,
Nxivm provides one recent and incredibly popularized example of this type of control. vii
The Nxivm cult was run by Raniere and Allison Mack (most famous for her role in the
television series, Smallville), and they worked to bring women in, train them over time to
accept strange forms of “self-discipline” that often led to eating disorders, and then
eventually initiate them through a ritual sacrifice of searing their bodies with a brand that
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contained the letters “K” and “A” (for Keith and Allison). At this stage, the women
ascended to the highest level of “prestige” Nxivm offered, membership to the secret DOS
club (DOS stands for Dominus Obsequious Sororium, which translates into “master over
slave women”). At this stage, the women were essentially sex-slaves for Raniere, who
frequently required many of them to perform sexual acts without their consent. Raniere
was able to exercise complete power over these women because one requirement for
entering higher levels of the cult was providing a “deposit” in the form of a sexually
explicit photographs or other materials that the women would not want released to the
public. Showtime and Hulu both produced docuseries about the eventual fall out of the
cult. Raniere was convicted for a wide range of federal charges including the sextrafficking of children. But this is just one, highly publicized, example of the kind of
compound trauma that occurs in situations of captivity.
Herman elucidates on instances of sexual trauma that occur in captivity and
happen repeatedly over time as a form of chronic trauma. Most people will experience
trauma in their lifetime (such as the loss of a loved one or an instance of assault), but
these single instances of trauma are understood as acute trauma rather than chronic
trauma. Acute trauma is, of course, incredibly painful and difficult, but these instances
are usually easier to work through with a specialist than cases that involve chronic
trauma. Herman explains that victims who experience repeated trauma lose the sense of
self in all capacities (75). The repetition of the trauma works overtime to corrode the
belief that there is anything different, and this affects the victims core personality and
beliefs about herself. There is a lack of baseline understanding of the world or what is
“normal” and safe. This is also why it becomes incredibly difficult for victims to seek
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help—they come to believe over time that what is happening to them is in some sense
what they deserve. The victims’ disintegration of selfhood also explains why so many
investigations around chronic trauma cases where victims are being abused repeatedly
fail to bring any kind of justice or reparations for the victims. In cases such as these,
victims often lie about the events to authorities in order to protect the reality they have
formed around their perpetrators and because they are afraid of what will happen in the
event the perpetrator is found guilty. Chronic trauma can lead to cases in which victims
collectively begin to operate under a reality where they have learned to survive and
accept abuse from those in positions of power over them. This is one reason the idea of
“benevolent patriarchy” is so successful in keeping women in positions of subordination
to men.
When trauma studies began to focus on the intersection of political and social
violence, there was a sharp increase in attention to the shape trauma took, both socially
and individually. There is still much work to be done in this field, but scholars like
Jeffery Alexander and Peter Levin have contributed immense amounts of work on social
and cultural collective trauma. Building from Alexander’s work on cultural trauma, Ron
Eyerman discusses slavery in the United States as a form of cultural trauma mediated
through representation and public memory. He writes:
As opposed to psychological or physical trauma, which involves a wound
and the experiences of great emotional anguish by an individual, cultural
trauma refers to a dramatic loss of identity and meaning, a tear in the
social fabric, affecting a group of people that has achieved some degree of
cohesion. In this sense, the trauma need not necessarily be felt by
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everyone in a community or experienced directly by any or all. While it
may be necessary to establish some event as the significant “cause,” its
traumatic meaning must be established and accepted, a process which
requires time, as well as mediation and representation. (2)
Eyerman’s theorization of cultural trauma indicates that during traumatic events that
affect a collectively, not just an individual, the representation of these events is critical to
the process of mediating and understanding the cultural trauma. Alexander builds on this
interpretation, writing, “For trauma to emerge at the level of the collectivity, social crisis
must become cultural crisis. Events are one thing; representations of these events are
quite another” (15). To put this simply, how groups talk about trauma plays a major role
in helping members of the collective as well as outside members to integrate these
experiences. Or, put another way, language and the shared vocabulary of collectivities
determines the extent to which trauma occurs within the group as well as the methods of
processing trauma after the events. Alexander uses the concept of evil to elucidate this
example: “Evil is epistemological, not ontological. For a traumatic event to have the
status of evil is a matter of it becoming evil. It is a matter of how the trauma is known,
how it is coded” (36). The coding of traumatic events helps groups understand and
recover from these events.
In previous work, I analyzed how the linguistic terms available for survivors of
genocide functions in the society’s reconciliation and reconstruction phases. For instance,
in the aftermath of the Rwandan genocide of the early 1990s, the government issued laws
regarding how the genocide could and could not be discussed, stating that the Tutsi must
be depicted as victims while the Hutu must be represented as perpetrators. All media
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around the genocide followed these norms, which coded eighty percent of the county’s
population as perpetrators of war crimes. The epistemological coding of collective trauma
relies heavily on how collectives situate the trauma in the larger narrative of their group’s
identity. In the following section, I explore how the coding of purity within evangelical
organizations reflects a larger concern regarding the epistemological understandings of
sexual violence within these spaces. Ultimately, what is at stake in this coding is
women’s representation of their experiences with sexual assault, rape, abuse, and
violence from their trusted communities. Those in positions of power exercise a
significant amount of control over the ways in which purity rhetorics and gender violence
are coded, and more often than not the women are blamed for the violence they
experience by these authority figures. In examining the coding of the collective trauma of
purity culture, I will look at the #ChurchToo movement as well as a rather grotesque
example of widespread sexual abuse on a Christian college campus in Pensacola, Florida.

#ChurchToo: Purity Culture, Sex (mis)Education, and Spiritual Trauma
Emily Joy Allison’s recently published book, #ChurchToo: How Purity Culture Upholds
Abuse and How to Find Healing, lays bare the insidious and structural damage of the
purity movement as a collective trauma. In reading the introduction, I had an uncanny
feeling of kinship. I could have been reading a book about my childhood, down to the
fifteen-passenger van, the purity rings, the obsessive church service, the dissociation from
one’s body, the shame, and eventually the anger. One of the first important notes that
Allison underscores about her experience is connected to sex-education through the lens
of moral purity. Essentially, her sex education consisted of her parents telling her the
biological mechanics of sex and then doubling down on the importance of never
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engaging in any physical contact with a boy or man until marriage. On a separate
occasion, Allison’s parents took her on a trip to explain the perils of sexual activity and
present the promises of abstinence, offering her one of the infamous purity rings if she
promised to never engage in physical contact with a boy before she was married. Allison
writes: “They proceeded to explain to me how, when you kiss or cuddle or hold hands
with a boy, or even touch him at all, he can get ‘turned on.’ And if you ‘turn on’ a boy
but you don’t intend to have sex with him because you’re not married, then you’re
basically lying to him and telling his body that you can have sex even though you can’t”
(4). Of course, no mention was made of girls’ bodies being turned on or housing any
form of sexual desire.
Allison’s descriptions of her sex education as it centered entirely around purity
pledges of abstinence are not only identical to my own, but they provide a representative
anecdote for thousands of young girls who received similar teachings. As I’ve outlined in
Chapter 1, these teachings are not necessarily confined to niche sets of hyper-religious
families, but they illustrate the underpinnings of the sexual purity movement that
hundreds of thousands of teenagers participated in during the 1990s and early 2000s (and
it is worth noting that these movements are still currently operational). When Allison was
driving to her weekend of purity education with her parents, she tells her reader that on
the way there her parents played several James Dobson tapes that had recently been
released and contained explicit teachings for young women and men about the perils of
sexual activity before marriage. You might remember Dobson from earlier in this chapter
when I discussed his work written for married couples instructing women in abusive
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relationships to not only stay with their violent partners but to actually push their
husbands to the point of violence in order to “break” them. The connections expand.
Allison’s story first caught national traction when she shared her experiences of
sexual abuse that occurred in her evangelical megachurch in Texas on twitter during the
#MeToo movement. The #ChurchToo thread went viral overnight, but Allison reflects on
how this thread was often coopted by religious leaders to say that the Church viii had
“obviously messed up when it came to talking and teaching about sex but that it was still
vitally important to be heterosexual and abstinent until marriage” (17). The
overwhelming number of replies that the hashtag invoked, though, centered around
women’s experiences of sexual abuse that had been covered up because the women were
blamed, in part or in whole, by their caretakers and religious leaders for inciting the
sexual behavior. In Allison’s story, she tells her reader about the experiences of grooming
from her youth pastor who was in his thirties. Allison was 16. For months, Allison was
manipulated and coerced into situations that made her uncomfortable with this man under
the guise of “spiritual leadership.” When it finally came to her parents’ attention that the
relationship between their daughter and the much older youth leader was significantly
more than that of mentor-student, they confronted Allison and berated her for leading her
abuser on. Of course, they did not see the youth leader as an abuser, they saw a godly,
Christian man being tempted by their teenage girl’s body. They forced Allison to call her
abuser and apologize for her actions. Allison eloquently summarizes this experience,
saying: “The fact that a sixteen-year-old who had been groomed for abuse by a male
church leader in his thirties would ever be made to call him and apologize and then be
punished for it is a testament to the gruesomely backward moral system that undergirds
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the theology of sexuality in the conservative evangelical church” (15). I cannot reiterate
enough that Allison’s story did not occur in a vacuum or in some “backwoods,” church.
To situate her story and the stories that came to the fore in the #ChurchToo movement, I
will move to a location that ties several of these threads together—Pensacola Christian
College, located in Pensacola, Florida.
Pensacola Christian College (PCC) is an unaccredited faith-based institute of
higher education that strives to “promote the cause of Christ by providing a distinctively
Christian-traditional, liberal arts education that develops students spiritually,
intellectually, morally, culturally, and socially.”ix When students are admitted to PCC,
they sign a contract that states the school can expel them at any time for any reason.
These reasons are based on the PCC Code of Conduct laid out in the student handbook.
Students sign forms stating that they will not engage in immoral behavior while attending
PCC, specifically immoral sexual conduct. x The Code of Conduct also outlines several
guidelines for dressing modestly, with separate pages for men and women. The first item
listed under the men’s guidelines is grooming, with the explicit instruction that “Hair
must be neatly combed and tapered and may not come over the ears, eyebrows, or collar”
(para 1). In sharp contrast, the first item under the women’s guidelines (as you might
have guessed by now) is clothing and modesty. This section states: “The expectations for
student dress are designed to reflect the principles of modesty, distinction, and
appropriateness. All students are expected to dress modestly, in conservative fashions,
and with a level of propriety that encourages purity” (para 1). Lest you think that the
men’s section only focuses on facial hair (even though there are several paragraphs
dedicated to this concern with accompanying pictures), there is a section that offers strict
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guidelines for their clothing as well. This section states: “It is considered immodest to
wear clothing that is tight-fitting. Men and women should be distinctive in their
appearance. For this reason, men are not to wear effeminate hair styles, apparel, or
cosmetics such as makeup and nail polish” (para. 5). Where the men are banned from
wearing nail polish and makeup (heterosexism), women are required to wear dresses and
skirts that come past the kneecap at all times as well as tops that cover shoulders,
cleavage, back, and any undergarments (which must also be worn at all times).
The dress codes at PCC are to be expected from an openly religious, conservative
organization. While they are rather strict, it is not unsurprising that a quasifundamentalist institution would require women to wear skirts and men to never paint
their nails. Albeit it is a little shocking to see this information outlined publicly on their
school webpage. It gets spicier. Under the section for “Social Life,” PCC clearly outlines
the fabled gendered divisions known to every homeschooler in the U.S. in the early 2000s
(myself included). This section includes the following information for how men and
women are allowed to interact while on campus:
•

•
•
•

•

Male and female students may not be together in secluded locations, including
behind the residence halls, in parking lots, empty classrooms, or any other
secluded areas. This includes going to and from the Print Shop, PCA, Mullenix
Chapel, or St. John Chapel.
Physical contact between men and women (including non-students) is not
allowed on or off campus.
Men and women should not be in each other’s parking areas.
Students visiting Coberly (Coberly South—women; Coberly North—men) should
show their PCC Card to the desk worker and proceed directly to their friend’s
residence hall room. Only Coberly residents may socialize in the lobby.
Because of congestion in the academic buildings, men and women use indicated
elevators and stair towers.
o Academic Center
o Women use the southwest elevators, stairs, and exit.
Men use the northwest elevators, stairs, and exit.
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o
o

•

MacKenzie
Women use east stair tower and north elevators.
Men use west stair towers and elevators.
o Library
o Women use the south elevator.
Men use the north elevator.
Students who are off campus in a mixed group without approval, without an
authorized chaperone, or in a residence or hotel room of a person of the opposite
gender, are subject to being suspended or dismissed from the College. This policy
includes being off campus with someone of the opposite gender who is not a
student.xi
To an outside reader, this Code of Conduct presents very obvious cause for

concern. But students who attend this college, and other colleges like it, such as Bob
Jones Universityxii and Patrick Henry College, are already familiar with these codes of
purity, having typically been raised inside purity culture. Most of the student population
at PCC is comprised of students who received a K-12 education through the curriculum
produced and published by the PCC Press, Abeka. This is a Christian educational system
that is used primarily by homeschoolers but is also used by several independent charter
schools and smaller Christian schools. Abeka was founded in Pensacola, Florida in the
1950s as a small, Christian school, but then began mass producing their curriculum in
order to provide materials to people who were seeking faith-based educational materials.
In their mission statement, Abeka claims to provide rigorous educational materials with
biblical values.xiii Essentially, what this means is that the science textbooks teach children
that evolution is a myth, and the earth is only 6,000 years old (see the Earth Science
textbook for this). More significant to this project, though, the Abeka health education
also teaches abstinence only sex-education. The through-line here is that children are
taught these doctrines at a very early age and then when they are deciding where to attend
college, places like PCC and Bob Jones University become obvious and even “safe”
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choices for them, because they know that the biblical values they have come to cherish
will also be valued by this organization.
Purity culture’s many intricate threads are not limited to the archive of purity
texts, pledges, and rallies that I outlined in Chapter 1. The foundational theological
concepts of purity interanimate every sector of life for those who were raised within that
discourse. Education, church, social life, personal life, hobbies, relationships are woven
together in the tapestry of sexual morality. What we are witnessing now with movements
like #ChurchToo and the many books that are just being released about the effects of
purity culture (Valenti; Klein; Allison) is a collective group of women unraveling the
traumas their bodies carry as a direct result of purity rhetorics. Allison makes a very
saliant point in the introduction to her book wherein she is describing an exchange with
her therapist who tells Allison that the spiritual abuse she experienced is just abuse,
abuse. Her therapist was attempting to remove what seemed like a caveat watering down
the abuse Allison encountered in her religious organization, but spiritual abuse is not a
coding of trauma that waters down trauma. It is useful for coding these experiences as a
collective trauma carried by those who grew up with the forces of purity and who were
blamed for sexual violence perpetrated against them by others within that discourse. This
leads me back to a recent event that brought PCC under critique over allegations of
students who were expelled for reporting instances of rape they experienced on campus.
On March 11, 2014, Samantha Fields published a guest blog post to the popular
progressive Christian site Petheos, titled “God is Done with You: Pensacola Christian
College and Sexual Violence.” In this post, Fields shares the story of a woman who goes
by the pseudonym Beth. In 2002 Beth was courting xiv one of the members of PCC’s
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Praise and Worship team, a prominent feature of the school. He was popular, well-liked,
and above all very godly. During their courtship, Beth was brutally attacked and raped on
a walk back to her dorm room and then left by her attacker. When her attacker was
leaving her at the site, Beth recognized him as the man she was currently courting. Beth
was found the next morning by a campus security guard, and she filed a report within 24
hours identifying her attacker. After this Beth went home to stay with her parents who
informed her upon her arrival that the dean of women contacted her parents to tell them
that Beth was expelled from the college on the grounds of fornication. Her attacker
graduated with honors and went on to become a pastor, a role we can assume he still
occupies. Field also shares a story of a young man who was gang raped by his
roommates, reported it to his floor leader, and was then brought into a meeting with the
dean under the charges of being deceitful. He was expelled shortly thereafter. Following
Field’s post, several commenters stated they were highly suspicious of these stories
because PCC’s Code of Conduct was designed to prevent instances where men and
women would be alone together, making it difficult for women to be in situations where
they could be raped. There is no need to elaborate on these threads, because they are
often pointless and follow logics of purity that are useless for victims of sexual assault.
Rather, I am more concerned with contending that these logics around purity and the
translation of sexual assault into an act of “fornication” are the very logics that led to the
acquittal of Brett Kavanaugh and Brock Turner.
What these cases reveal to us is that the traumatic experiences women carry from
sexual assault, rape, and battery are often not ignored, but rather used as proof that men
are “wired” for and experience greater sexual desire than women experience. By this
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reasoning, when a woman is out walking alone or decides to wear a skirt, the logics of
purity culture remind her that she is not only “asking for it” but that she is committing the
greater crime for stirring up male sexual appetite that would lead him to commit the
immoral act of engaging in sexual activity outside the bounds of marriage. In a warped
way, purity rhetorics situate the event of fornication (sex outside of marriage) as an evil
of greater import than rape and sexual harassment. Perhaps the more insidious truth
behind this, is that there is no real biblical grounding for any of these beliefs about
sexuality. Allison writes, “without attempting to reinterpret every bible verse that even
remotely refers to human sexuality, I must point out that the necessity of abstinence until
heterosexual marriage simply did not seem to be a huge concern at the time the bible was
written” (23). Indeed, it was not a huge concern for centuries after the bible was written
either. It was not a huge concern in the U.S. until the 1970s. And what else was
happening in the 1970s? Second wave feminists were contending with rape. They were
also contending with Freud and with theories of feminine sexuality that culminated in the
sexual revolution. And this simply could not be tolerated by the patriarchy, so one of the
most patriarchal cultural sites (religion), began to code sexual immorality as one of God’s
highest concern, placing the majority of the moral work on women. It was compounded
in the 1980s when the AIDS crisis peaked and Jerry Falwell Sr., leader of Liberty
University, one of the largest Christian institutions, publicly declared that AIDS was
God’s punishment for homosexuals and for a society that condoned homosexuality.
As I discussed in Chapter 4, even issues surrounding abortion and contraception
were not major concerns for evangelicals in the 1970s. But when it became evident that
desegregation was not going away in the 1970s, evangelicals united under the anti-
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abortion cause in order to prevent Jimmy Carter (an active desegregation political figure)
from becoming re-elected. In all of the same ways that anti-abortion politics became the
platform for racist ideology and violence,xv purity culture became the platform for rape
culture. Whether or not the bible contains clear rules about sexual abstinence does not
change the reality that it has been used as a tool to enforce violent purity rhetorics that
position women as sexually deviant and in need of surveillance from male authority
figures in regard to dress, behavior, and relationships. One of the ways purity rhetorics
became a method for controlling women’s bodies is the pervasive lie that biblical values
have always required this kind of gender hierarchy around sexual activity. Allison writes,
“lying about something having always been a particular way is one of the ways that
abusive power structures are maintained” (24). Unfortunately, there is a salience to the lie
that these demands of female chastity have “always been required by God,” and that
salience comes from the demands placed on women to be chaste, modest, and meek that
have circulated for decades throughout the political structure of America moralism,
fundamentalist theology, and now evangelical megachurches.
The question remains, what do we do in the face of these systemic, racist, sexist,
heterosexist, violent structures? Where does the interruption in the system happen? Well,
I contend that arriving at these questions is a large first step for that kind of work. We are
at a moment where women are increasingly coming forward to brilliantly and bravely
share their experiences with purity culture, making incredible connections to the endemic
of sexual violence and abuse. In witnessing the overwhelming amount of labor women
are performing to work through the traumas that their bodies carry, we are also at a
moment in time where the experiences of sexual abuse in these structures is forming a
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collectivity around the culture trauma of purity rhetorics—that is, the constant state of
bodily and sexual surveillance by the Christian male gaze. In my conclusion that follows
this chapter, I offer a reflection on some of my own personal, bodily experiences within
purity/rape culture and the somewhat haphazard and serendipitous routes I have taken to
process the chronic trauma of my own childhood. These methods are not prescriptive, but
simply reflective. It is important for me to note here that I have had the affordances of
time and resources to establish a life where I can actively research and write about these
experiences which has significantly contributed to my personal healing. This is not
available to the wide range of women who carry similar traumas. So, what I describe in
my conclusion is really a lens of hope and a call to action for those who have the position
and affordances to interrogate and interrupt the systemic abuse of women that continues
to sustain our cultural sphere. In many ways, it is a plea for people to listen to stories
from women in these conservative spaces. I know it is tempting to brush the issues of
purity culture aside as a problem created by evangelicals and therefore up to evangelicals
to address and interrogate. And I am so thankful for all of the evangelical women who are
doing this work today. But I am also asking that our scholarly, political, and social
spheres contend with these issues as central, not peripheral, to the systemic violence
against women.
i
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CONCLUSION
DISSIDENT DAUGHTERS: AWAKENING, RESISTING, AND HEALING
In January of 2018, I stopped attending church. I told myself it was a temporary
hiatus from my spiritual practices in order to create a contemplative space where I could
reflect on what I wanted from church life. Three years later, I have no plans of ever
returning. When I moved to South Carolina, I was determined to find an egalitarian
church with female leadership and affirming doctrine, and when I found a nondenominational, small church whose head elder was a woman, I felt assured. But I was at
a critical moment of awakening in which I could no longer ignore the trauma, violence,
and suffering inflicted on countless lives, particularly, the lives of women, queer folk,
and people of color. When my dear friend was silently shut out of the community for
coming out as bi-sexual, it opened a door for me to walk through. The institutionalized
bigotry, sexism, and racism that quietly courses through the veins of “God’s body”
created a pounding sensation in my body too painful to live within any longer.
What I found at the threshold of this awakening was a group of women creating
sacred feminine space for themselves apart from the systems that failed them. One of
these women is the author Sue Monk Kidd, who is most famous for her book The Secret
Life of Bees. Kidd published an autobiographical book on her journey out of Christian
orthodoxy titled The Dance of the Dissident Daughter: A Woman’s Journey for Christine
Tradition to the Sacred Feminine. The small group of women who left the ossified and
tired space of divine masculinity passed this book around and marveled at the power of
seeing our own struggles mirrored in Kidd’s writing. The loss of community, of structure,
of faith shook me to my core, and when I read Kidd’s introduction, I felt relief flood my
wearied heart: “Bringing forth a true, instinctual, powerful woman who is rooted in her
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own feminine center, who honors the sacredness of the feminine, and who speaks the
feminine language of her own soul is never easy. Neither is it always welcomed,” she
writes (18). Of course, there are hang ups. Of course, there are issues with the
construction of woman and the biological essentialism that manifests here. But there is
also hope and power in hearing the voice of another woman say in unison with you:
“Enough.”
I have born witness to the ceaseless, senseless violence perpetrated by men in
powerful religious positions. I have listened to close community members brush these
concerns aside explaining that it was Satan bringing temptresses to these men to tempt
them. I watched parents tell their daughters to lock their doors at night to protect
themselves from the violence living in their homes. I bore the annoyance of male pastors
calling me a “crazy feminist” when I questioned the lack of women in their church
leadership. I’ve received unsolicited advice and material on how to manage my “same
sex” attraction. I’ve also received countless invitations to women’s summits and
conferences where the main topic is unequivocally related to being a good mother,
daughter, sister, wife—someone’s belonging. I heard young girls telling church leaders
that a man made them uncomfortable only to be told that they should evaluate their
appearance. Enough.
There has always been an oscillating movement for women in sacred spaces. In
Chapter 4, I briefly noted that the Southern Baptist Convention expressed fairly proabortion sentiments in 1971, and then this swung violently in the other direction in 1976
in their drive to support “narratives of life” (just not the lives of women). But even as the
pendulum swings back and forth, the mechanism that holds it is sexed as male, I mean, of
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course, God. In her first moments of what she calls her awakening, Kidd tells a story
about her daughter. While shopping at a drug store, her daughter knelt down to search
from something on a bottom shelf in one of the shopping aisles. As she was in this
position, Kidd heard two men in the store jokingly remark that this was how they liked
women, on their knees. Kidd describes this moment as Kafka’s ax that broke the frozen
sea inside her chest. She writes, “it occurred to me that if I abandoned my daughter at that
moment, if I simply walked away and was silent, the feminine spirit unfolding inside her
might also become crouched and silent. Perhaps she would learn the internal position of
being on her knees” (emphasis in original, 15). She walked over to the men and told them
she had something to say to them: “This is my daughter,’ I said, pointing to her, my
finger shaking in anger. ‘You may like to see her and other women on their knees, but we
don’t belong there. We don’t belong there!’” (emphasis in original, 15). As one might
imagine, the men scoffed at her outburst and stupidly stumbled away from the two
women standing shoulder to shoulder saying, “Enough.”
I wish this was where the story ended. I wish all women everywhere had the
safety and affordance to be able to stand with their daughters and mothers and resist the
violence that brings us to our knees. I wish every trans and queer woman had the joy of
feeling safe in their body. There is power in establishing safe spaces among women,
people of color, queer folk, refugees, immigrants—all of whom face significant violence
daily, and some in greater capacity as it compounds around the intersections of their
identity. The work remains. When I started this project, one of my dear mentors told me
that I must do this work because it extends beyond a rigorous academic exercise. I’ve
written this dissertation from a position I occupy as a woman who grew up in a male
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dominated household. A position I occupy as a bi-sexual woman who denied her
sexuality for decades from fear of losing things that were already lost and indeed, never
existed in the first place. It comes from a history of familial abuse. A history of church
abuse. And in that conversation with my mentor, he also reminded me that this is work
that we will keep doing in perpetuity. Not because we do not hope for a world without
violence against women, but because we have yet to see a world where women are not
pushed to their knees, forced to struggle against the weight of the hands on their backs.
In closing, I would like to say one or two things that are typically left for
acknowledgments, but I believe those words belong here at the close just as much as they
belong at the opening. I would not have been able to write this, quite literally, without the
support of the three women on my committee who shared experiences and stories with
me as I fought through my own histories. I owe much to the women who boldly walked
away from structures that were harming their loved ones and themselves. I owe much to
those who chose to stay. I would not have been able to write this without the constant
support of the men in my life who have listened, one of them being my first graduate
school mentor who told me to write from my heart because that was the material that
mattered the most. It is also necessary for me to acknowledge that while I have had the
affordance of time, energy, space, and meaningful support from my community, there are
millions of women across the world who have not been given the same affordances
because of the racist, sexist, and capitalistic barriers at play. In so many ways this project
is for them.
As I write these final paragraphs, I am sitting in a cabin in the woods surrounded
by animals basking in the sunlight of a new season. As feminist rhetorical scholar, Cheryl
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Glenn has noted (indeed, she wrote a whole book on the subject) hope is difficult,
dangerous, and powerful feminist tactic. There have been periods of my life where I
would not have been able to define hope or even acknowledge its absence from my body,
because it was a concept completely foreign to me. Now, at the end of this project, I feel
a sudden flood of hope surrounding the future of work like this. Along the way, I have
had the honor and joy of talking with so many women who lived through purity culture
and walked themselves back into their bodies, back into their lives. I have born witness to
incredible pain. I have also born witness to incredible resilience, joy, hunger, and
tenacity. And at the end of this, I am able to say that there is a fierce power living in the
hearts of those who have stood shoulder to shoulder to say: “Enough.” And this fierce
power is an invitation to offer solidarity to everyone whose back is crowded with hands
pushing them to their knees. We are not done yet.
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APPENDIX A
Purity Covenant
From the world’s viewpoint, maintaining sexual purity before marriage seems like cruel
and unusual punishment. Many people consider it strange if a couple does not sleep
together before they are married. “After all,” they say, “shouldn’t they find out whether
they are sexual compatible?”
God’s Word regarding sex cuts right across the grain of our culture. The culture
portrays sexual intimacy between two unmarried people as something as casual and
innocuous as holding hands, but nothing could be further from the truth.
Read the following verses and seek to understand God’s perspective of
sex. Remember: Sex is God’s idea.
“You shall not commit adultery.” (Exodus 20:14)
So flee youthful passions and pursue righteousness, faith, love, and peace, along
with those who call on the Lord from a pure heart. (2 Timothy 2:22)
Even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be
holy and blameless before him. (Ephesians 1:4)
As obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your former ignorance, but
as he who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, since it is written,
“You shall be holy, for I am holy.” (1 Peter 1:14-16)
For this very reason, make every effort to supplement your faith with virtue, and
virtue with knowledge, and knowledge with self-control, and self-control with
steadfastness, and steadfastness with godliness, and godliness with brotherly
affection, and brotherly affection with love. (2 Peter 1:5-7)
For you may be sure of this, that everyone who is sexually immoral or impure, or who is
covetous (that is, an idolater), has no inheritance in the kingdom of Christ and God.
(Ephesians 5:5)
Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the marriage bed be undefiled, for
God will judge the sexually immoral and adulterous. (Hebrews 13:4)
Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is
pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is
anything worthy of praise, think about these things. (Philippians 4:8)
For your obedience is known to all, so that I rejoice over you, but I want you to be
wise as to what is good and innocent as to what is evil. (Romans 16:19)
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It is easy to know another person sexually, especially in our present culture. But a marriage
relationship requires much, much more than physical intimacy. There first needs to be spiritual and
emotional intimacy to build trust, commitment and communication. Marriage is a lifelong covenant
to love and care and nourish.
God had our best in mind when He gave us strong directives about sexual purity before marriage.
There are many benefits to staying pure before marriage. By waiting until marriage:
You please God.
You build trust and trust is necessary for intimacy.
You develop the godly qualities of patience and self-control.
You affirm that you care more for the other person than yourself.
You protect yourself from feelings of guilt and shame.
You provide yourself with an example to give your children.
You are protected from emotional, mental and physical trauma should you break off your
relationship.
You develop healthy communication habits and skills.
avoid the possibility of an unwanted pregnancy.

You

You maintain a

clear conscience before God and man.
You increase the anticipation and enjoyment of your wedding night.
You experience the blessing of obedience.
You discover more about each other than just the physical.
You maintain a witness to a lost world.
You keep from bringing reproach on the name of Christ.

Moral Excellence
Sexual purity is especially difficult during the engagement period. You have declared your
commitment and you naturally want to consummate the relationship. You may even feel married at
points. Yet what better time to establish your relationship and build trust in one another by obeying
God than on this key point.
Sexual purity means much more than not having sexual intercourse before marriage. Many couples
avoid intercourse but are still sexually intimate. Look again at the verses quoted previously. Scripture
defines sexual purity as being morally excellent. And moral excellence means being holy. It means
avoiding the appearance of evil. It means purity of thought as well as purity of deed. It means
protecting one another’s innocence from being stained by evil.
BIBLICAL STANDARD
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1 Thessalonians 4:3-8 — For this is the will of God, your sanctification: that you
abstain from sexual immorality; that each one of you know how to control his own body
in holiness and honor, not in the passion of lust like the Gentiles who do not know God;
that no one transgress and wrong his brother in this matter, because the Lord is an
avenger in all these things, as we told you beforehand and solemnly warned you. For
God has not called us for impurity, but in holiness. Therefore whoever disregards this,
disregards not man but God, who gives his Holy Spirit to you.
In obedience to God’s command, I promise to protect your sexual purity from this day
until our honeymoon.
BIBLICAL STANDARD
1 Corinthians 6:18-20 — Flee from sexual immorality. Every other sin a person commits
is outside the body, but the sexually immoral person sins against his own body. Or do you
not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from
God?
You are not your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body.
Because I respect and honor you, I commit to building up the inner person of your heart
rather than violating you.

BIBLICAL STANDARD
Acts 24:16 — So I always take pains to have a clear conscience toward both God and
man.
I pledge to show my love for you in ways that allow both of us to maintain a clear
conscience before God and each other.

This is my promise of purity.
Signed:

Signed:

Date:
Witnessed/affirmed by:
Date:

Date:
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